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Chapter 1: Introduction and Statement of the Problem 

The practice of instructional design has matured in recent years to a state where there are 

multiple subdisciplines within the field.  Research has also deepened our understanding of 

effective instructional practices, especially within the use of digital technology.  In particular, e-

learning has grown dramatically as an area of focus in instructional design within the last decade 

and a half.  E-learning is defined as “instruction delivered on a digital device such as a computer 

or mobile device that is intended to support learning” (Clark & Mayer, 2011, p. 8).  It covers 

computer and web-based learning as well as virtual classrooms and digital collaboration (Eklund, 

Kay, & Lynch, 2003).  E-learning is a field rich with burgeoning opportunities as devices, 

technologies, and platforms proliferate.  This growth also opens the door for a need for a better 

understanding of design tools, concepts and principles (Garrett, 2011) that can guide an 

instructional designer to design better and more effective instruction.  Traditionally the field has 

followed a systems approach to design (ISD).  Yet, according to interviews conducted by Gordon 

and Zemke (2000), ISD has been labeled as “slow and clumsy” (p. 44) by “highly respected 

people in the training industry” (p. 44).  Miller, Hokanson, and Hooper (2009) likewise 

suggested that the algorithmic, linear approach of ISD is insufficient to solve the design 

problems inherent in instruction. 

The instructional design field appears to be shifting focus from the systems approach to 

other ways of accomplishing instructional needs.  As suggested by Parrish (2009), instructional 

design is increasingly seen as a “design discipline” (p. 511) as opposed to a technology or a 

science.  Design per se and design thinking have become watchwords and have led to significant 

discussion and research within contemporary instructional technology literature as well 

(Hokanson & Gibbons, 2014).  The Association for Educational Communications and 
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Technology and the Educational Communications and Technology organization have also 

published a recent collection of chapters focusing on design in educational technology, and the 

first edition of the Handbook of Design in Educational Technology was published in 2014 

(Hokanson & Gibbons; Luckin et al., 2013).  The explicit adoption of design thinking is 

“widespread in the field of education” (Hokanson & Gibbons, 2014, p. vii).  Additionally, 

design-based research has gained prominence as a viable research strategy (Anderson & 

Shattuck, 2012; Barab & Squire, 2004; McKenney & Reeves, 2013).  Instructional designers are 

reevaluating existing, traditional practices and researchers and practitioners alike are seeking 

improved processes for creating designs that are effective and gain traction with learners.  They 

are also turning to other fields for practices that can guide the improvement of instructional 

design (Nelson & Palumbo, 2014).  Clearly there is a focus on design within the realm of 

educational technology, including within the subdiscipline of e-learning. 

Software and web design in particular have a wealth of processes and sub-fields that have 

matured in recent years.  One field of design that could have a potentially strong impact on 

instructional design and e-learning literature recently is user experience (UX) design.  UX has 

emerged and matured as a field in roughly the same timeframe as e-learning.  UX evolved from 

the broader human computer interaction field that began in tandem with the emergence of 

computers in the mid-to-late 70s.  Modern UX design consists of a very broad set of 

subdisciplines, including information architecture (IA), interaction design (IxD), visual interface 

design, usability engineering and user research (Garrett, 2011).  Peters (2014) has also addressed 

the connection between UX and e-learning through a book aimed at introducing user experience 

design concepts to e-learning designers. 
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Both fields of UX and e-learning are concerned with designing interactions with 

technology, but the number and types of references in the literature between the two reveals that 

there has been some shared learning across fields, but it is not clear to what extent practitioners 

of e-learning have embraced that learning.  

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, instructional design literature began calling for a focus 

on user-centered design in response to the “bureaucratic and linear . . . slow and clumsy” ISD 

approach to instructional design (Baek, Cagiltay, Boling, & Frick, 2008, p. 660; Gordon & 

Zemke, 2000).  Baek et al. promoted the concept of user-centered design and development 

(UCDD), which they defined as placing users “at the center of the design process from the stages 

of planning and designing the system requirements to implementing and testing the product” (p. 

660).  They focused on two aspects of UCDD to illustrate its developmental process: 

participatory design and rapid prototyping.  Eklund et al. (2003) likewise noted a “greater 

acknowledgement and understanding of User Centred Design” (p. 17) that they said had resulted 

in greater success in e-learning products.  

While the UCDD approach was highlighted and discussed somewhat for a brief span of 

time, there appears to be a dearth of research or discussion within the e-learning field of the use 

of UX concepts and practices among practicing designers as opposed to professional researchers.  

Although some of the subdisciplines of UX appear frequently within the literature, there has 

been very little work done within the e-learning field to date to illuminate to what extent e-

learning designers understand these concepts as design practices. 

Because designers of e-learning seem to fit comfortably within the realm of software and 

web design (Eklund et al., 2003), it seems instructional designers would benefit from a clearer 

understanding of the current practices and knowledge-base of the web and software design 
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communities.  They would potentially find value in following the latest trends and established 

practices of the web design, software development, and graphic design communities.  

Additionally, it would be useful to understand how much practicing designers have gathered 

from the e-learning literature or from UX design literature or other resources.  It is possible that 

more cross-disciplinary discussion or interaction could allow the e-learning field to benefit from 

sharing language, practices and theories that could inform the field’s work. 

As instructional designers increasingly rely on larger teams to implement an instructional 

design, it is also important to be able to understand the roles of others who will be designing 

interfaces or other components of an instructional system.  Design languages are proposed to be 

at the heart of the design process (Gibbons & Brewer, 2005).  The e-learning design literature as 

discussed below appears to use many terms in common with UX design, but there are slightly 

different connotations of these terms that might lead to confusion within design teams.  

Understanding the language of UX design could help instructional designers of e-learning 

communicate better with design and development team members and produce stronger work.  

This qualitative study investigated the extent to which a group of e-learning designers 

were aware of UX principles and practices, where their practices overlapped with established UX 

heuristics and practices, and also speculated where the practice of e-learning design might 

benefit from the implementation of UX principles. 

Research Questions 

To better understand the current state of awareness of UX concepts within the e-learning 

field, this investigation was designed to answer the following questions: 

Main Question 1: What UX design techniques, skills or heuristics are practicing 

designers of e-learning aware of? 



5 

Related Sub-questions: Do e-learning designers understand UX terms in a way consistent 

with how UX designers understand those terms?  How important are user experience design tools 

for e-learning designers?  Do they use them at all?  If so, when and why?  If not, why not?  What 

rationale do e-learning designers express for the omission? 

Main Question 2: How do practicing e-learning designers use UX activities within their 

practical, daily design work? 

Related Sub-questions: How often do e-learning designers seek guidance from sources of 

UX design practices?  What circumstances prompt their use of UX design? 

Main Question 3: To what extent did e-learning designers’ formal training include 

references to UX design practices?  To what extent has their informal or on-the-job training 

included reference to UX design concepts or practices? 

Related Sub-questions: What were their sources of formal or informal UX training?  To 

what extent does that training impact their daily work? 

Additional guiding questions can be found in Appendix A. 

Definitions 

To reduce ambiguity and improve clarity of this study, I present the following definitions 

and explanations of terms used in this document. 

E-learning.  As there is “no single agreed definition of e-learning” (Nicholson, 2007, p. 

1), I have adopted, with one caveat, the definition of e-learning as expressed by Eklund et al. 

(2003): “E-learning is a wide set of applications and processes which use all available electronic 

media to deliver vocational education and training.  The term covers computer-based learning, 

web-based learning, and the use of mobile technologies; it includes virtual classrooms and digital 

collaboration and uses” (p. 3). 



6 

The caveat is that, for this study, e-learning should not be considered limited to 

vocational education.  I include all forms of education and training that makes use of the 

indicated digital tools within the definition of e-learning. 

User experience (UX), UX design.  User experience is a nebulous term and has been 

interpreted in myriad ways, but as Garrett (2011) said, all definitions generally “have the same 

principle at their core: Users need usable products.  It’s the most universal user need of all” 

(Chapter 3, Section 3, para. 20).  For the purposes of this study, UX design refers to the 

processes and tools by which creators of software, websites, or other electronic interfaces design 

a product to make it usable.  Some of the tools and techniques considered part of UX and which 

are of most interest for this investigation are further identified, defined, and outlined below. 

Information architecture (IA).  Information architecture “is concerned with how people 

cognitively process information” (Garrett, 2011, Chapter 5, Section 3, para. 2).  It is also a 

“discipline and community of practice focused on bringing principles of design and architecture 

to the digital landscape” (Morville & Rosenfeld, 2007, p. 4).  Practical definitions of IA relevant 

for this work are: 

“The combination of organization, labeling, search, and navigation systems within web 

sites and intranets. 

“The art and science of shaping information products and experiences to support usability 

and findability” (Morville & Rosenfeld, 2007, p. 4). 

Interaction design (IxD).  Interaction design is the designing of “the behavior of 

complex interactive systems” (Cooper, Reimann, & Cronin, 2007, p. xxx.) and is “based on an 

understanding of users and cognitive principles” (p. 143).  IxD steps beyond mere visual design 
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and aesthetics into the realm of physical interaction and intellectual comprehension of activities 

and interactions within a digital product. 

Usability engineering.  Usability engineering is a blanket term used to describe the 

evaluative practice within UX.  It is the process by which researchers evaluate the use of a digital 

product by its intended users.  As Krug (2005) pointed out, usability is “making sure that 

something works well: that a person of average (or even below average) ability and experience 

can use the thing . . . for its intended purpose without getting hopelessly frustrated” (Krug, 2005, 

p. 5).

User research.  User research is the counterpart to usability engineering.  Whereas 

usability research is conducted after a product is designed, user research is conducted to 

anticipate user needs and goals, to allow designers to understand the objectives their designs 

should fulfill.  User research often incorporates techniques of ethnography and phenomenology 

to gather understanding that guides design activities.  

Visual design.  I use the term visual design to describe the process of creating the visual 

and aesthetic qualities of an interface design.  Visual design, information architecture, and 

interaction design have many overlapping and intermingled qualities, but visual design is 

focused more on the static visual considerations of a design, rather than movement, interaction or 

content per se.  It is viewed as having a strong impact on the affective or emotional response to a 

designed product (Parrish, 2009). 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

 The foundation of this study is the observation that the awareness of UX design, 

especially as it constitutes a gestalt of its subdisciplines, is limited within the field of e-learning.  

I observed this condition while engaged in coursework associated with the degree program this 

dissertation completes.  While still a student, I began working part-time (and subsequently full-

time) as a UX designer for a digital agency where I participated in the design and development 

of websites, mobile apps, and other software.  I noticed many parallels between my UX design 

work for the agency with the circumstances and concerns of instructional designers that I was 

learning about as part of my degree program.  While I noticed the parallels in both fields, I also 

observed there were many practices within the field of UX that could potentially benefit the 

design practice of e-learning designers but were not part of the curriculum of my program.  

To understand more of the relationship between the two fields, I developed an 

independent curriculum to study UX within the context of e-learning design.  As part of that 

course, I surveyed seminal books and articles outlining UX design principles and practices.  

Additionally, I surveyed research within instructional design journals to seek to find a connection 

between e-learning design practices and the parallel practices of UX.  This review resulted in my 

concluding that the connection was very indistinct and potentially limited.  Yet, the review of 

literature and my independent observations suggested that the concepts of “design” and “design 

thinking” had emerged as very important topics of study for the e-learning and instructional 

technology fields.  This connection suggested that an understanding of UX, as a design 

discipline, could potentially help increase e-learning designers’ understanding of design through 

exploring it from the perspective of a new lens.  The potential connection seemed to warrant 

additional investigation into the knowledge and practice of e-learning designers outside the walls 
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of academia, to understand both their practices and how the field of UX design influenced those 

practices, if there was indeed any influence at all.  

What follows is an adaptation and expansion of the original literature review performed 

as part of my coursework.  It commences with a history and summary of general design research 

trends within the fields of instructional technology and e-learning.  It next discusses the current 

literature of e-learning design to show how user-centered design and UX are referenced in 

passing but not discussed at length.  Next, it outlines some of the primary concepts and 

techniques of UX design based on seminal UX design literature.  This is provided as a reference 

to those not familiar with UX as a field.  Finally, this review discusses the state of existing 

relevant literature regarding similar research between UX and instructional design. 

Design in E-learning 

Historically, e-learning has grown across a multitude of learning scenarios including the 

fields of education, business, training, and the military.  Starting with the work of Suppes and 

Bitzer among others in the early 1960s, e-learning has a broad history that, through its evolution, 

has resulted in an equally broad definition (Nicholson, 2007).  Citing Campbell, Nicholson 

connected e-learning in industry settings with an emphasis on “just-in-time learning” (p. 2) 

aimed at productivity, while in higher education settings, e-learning focuses on developing 

reflective learning and metacognitive skills. 

Early e-learning consisted of computer-based, drill-and-practice models, largely based on 

behaviorist learning paradigms (Nicholson, 2007).  With the rapid growth and expansion of 

technology, and especially the Internet, the e-learning marketplace has expanded and evolved 

significantly in recent years (Eklund et al., 2003; Clark & Mayer, 2011).  It now frequently 
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consists of complex, distributed, Internet-based learning interactions, often with constructivist- 

or cognitivist-based instructional models.  

In examining the literature on the instructional efficacy of e-learning, Clark and Mayer 

(2011) concluded that e-learning can be as effective as in-person learning, but that success is 

often dependent on the design of the e-learning.  Poorly designed e-learning results in poor 

learning outcomes.  Clark and Mayer suggested that the medium is not as important as the 

instructional strategy and caution that, while the potential of modern e-learning technologies is 

immense for learning opportunities, the same opportunities could serve as “pitfalls when not 

used in ways congruent with human learning processes” (p. 14).  Likewise, Tallent-Runnels, et 

al. (2006) in their review of online learning literature, stated that online teaching and learning 

activities that were not carefully planned or were impeded in their delivery by technology 

problems resulted in less-effective learning. 

This planning process, designing for specific instructional interactions, is a key concern 

for designers of e-learning.  Parrish (2009) suggested that the field of instructional design, while 

once perhaps considered just a science or a technology, is branching out beyond a focus simply 

on “immediate learning outcomes” (p. 511).  As members of a design discipline, Parrish suggests 

instructional designers are “considering all the qualities of designed experiences” (p. 511).  In e-

learning, however, as instructional design has become heavily intertwined with the design of 

software, any focus specifically on the interface of learning or instructional software or the 

interaction design have perhaps not kept pace with the focus on the design of the instruction  

per se.  

The focus of instructional design has always been on helping learners improve their 

knowledge or understanding.  Instructional designers used models or processes, such as 
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Instructional Systems Design (ISD), as guidance for the development of instruction.  As 

mentioned above, however, ISD has been labeled as “slow and clumsy” (Gordon & Zemke, 

2000, p. 44).  To combat this problem, researchers in instructional design have begun to focus on 

understanding and improving the design process itself, rather than just the management practices 

that improve efficiency.  There seems to be a growing desire to connect established design 

processes from other fields to e-learning design.  In particular, design languages, design-based 

research, and user-centered design have emerged as substantial areas of research interest 

(Hokanson & Gibbons, 2014; Luckin et al., 2013).  This focus on design has opened up interest 

in other design cultures and how they might impact design within the instructional design 

discipline (Boling, 2003).  User experience is one area that has been referenced by at least one 

author as a relevant source for increasing the design capacity for e-learning designers (Peters, 

2014).  To help illuminate why this might be the case, the following sections discuss the 

concepts and principles of UX design. 

User Experience Design 

The field of user experience design is an outgrowth of the broader field of human 

computer interaction (HCI).  The term user experience was first coined by usability researcher 

Don Norman with the intent to provide a broader term for understanding the design of human 

interactions with computers beyond simple user interface and usability questions (Merholz, 

1998, 2007).  The field has expanded to encompass numerous subdisciplines.  Garrett (2011) 

proposed a concept of user experience for the World Wide Web, which encompassed the entire 

design process from the foundational elements of user and software goals to the finished 

aesthetic design.  Others have proposed similar models (Saffer, 2008), but there is no universally 

accepted definition of user experience design.  However, a few of the elements of user 
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experience as discussed by Garrett appear to be fairly universally considered a part of UX design 

and those are: information architecture, interaction design, visual design, and user research.  

Additionally, the evaluation of a user experience design is deemed best conducted in the context 

of actual use by the intended audience through usability engineering research (Krug, 2005).  The 

following paragraphs expound on each of these elements of user experience design. 

Information architecture.  Information architecture is the “art and science of shaping 

information products and experiences to support usability and findability” (Morville & 

Rosenfeld, 2007, p. 4).  It has emerged as an independent discipline underneath the blanket 

concept of UX design and applies to websites as well as “any product that requires users to make 

sense of the information presented” (Garrett, 2011, Chapter 5, Section 3, para. 2).  E-learning 

designers are charged with the organization and presentation of information to help others digest 

and learn it.  It seems that information architecture as a field could contribute a great deal to the 

understanding of ways to approach the presentation and organization of information within an 

instructional design. 

Additionally, information architecture borrowed many of its practices from library 

science.  Libraries have always been a strong partner and companion to instructional institutions.  

As repositories of information, libraries became the source of information for generations of 

scholars.  Similarly, information architects help organize the information available in digital 

environments.  They try to help make the information easily browsable and searchable in 

“massively complex environments” (Morville & Rosenfeld, 2007, p. 17).  Their goal is to make 

information retrieval as simple and orderly as possible.  

Interaction design.  Interaction design (IxD) is another element of a digital product that 

affects its user experience.  As noted earlier, interaction design is the designing of “the behavior 
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of complex interactive systems” (Cooper et al., 2007, p. xxx.) and is “based on an understanding 

of users and cognitive principles” (p. 143).  As a field that addresses design on a deeper, 

cognitive level, IxD shares a common trait with instructional design.  Recent research 

demonstrated the “significant role” psychology has played in the development of the most 

influential ideas in contemporary instructional design (Small, 2012).  

Interaction designers and researchers have created and tested myriad interaction elements 

in software and web browser technologies.  Their work has been published, discussed, and 

refined through blogs, conferences, and books (e.g., Scott & Neil, 2009; Cooper et al., 2007; 

Krug, 2005).  There are many accepted best practices for a variety of human-computer 

interactions that an instructional designer can choose from (e.g., see Scott & Neil 2009).  In fact, 

usability expert Steve Krug (2005) suggested using existing interaction paradigms rather than 

trying to design a new way to interact with a computer.  “My recommendation,” he said, is to 

“innovate when you know you have a better idea (and everyone you show it to says ‘Wow!’), but 

take advantage of conventions when you don’t” (p. 36).  By being aware of the best practices in 

the field, instructional designers can focus on their specialties of performance improvement and 

assessment, while not neglecting the UX of their software interface. 

Cooper et al. (2007) provide detailed discussion of interaction elements, including 

buttons and other controls, menus, windows, toolbars, and dialog boxes.  Their work was written 

to help designers understand “principles, patterns, and processes” (p. xxxiii) in order to show 

“how they work together to create effective designs” (p. xxxiii).  They suggest that while 

following guidelines (such as those espoused by ISD) tend to make the design process “easier . . . 

it doesn’t necessarily make the end result better” (p. xxxiii).  Their emphasis is on understanding 

the end user of any product and using the principles and processes of interface design to help the 
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user achieve his or her goals.  Understanding user goals becomes a pivot point for effective 

design.  It would be useful to understand the extent to which designers of e-learning are aware of 

some of these ideas and how these concepts and ideas impact their design process. 

Visual design.  Another key to effective design is understanding its visual impact.  The 

visual impact of an instructional interface design has many implications.  First, a “professional-

looking design” (Fogg, 2003, p. 161) promotes credibility.  Credibility impacts adoption of a 

product, as Fogg elaborates: “When earned credibility is high, people are likely to spend more 

time at the site, visit it more often, make repeated purchases (if it is an e-commerce site), tell 

others about it, and be open to persuasion techniques the site uses” (p. 170).  Fogg’s research 

specifically targeted websites, but it seems likely that his findings hold true for instructional 

software, especially web-based instruction.  Second, an aesthetically pleasing design is 

associated with a more positive assessment of a design’s usability (Cooper et al., 2007; Miller, 

2011).  When software is perceived as easier to use, it is more likely to be used more frequently.  

Finally, a product’s visual design impacts the user’s perception of the company and, 

consequently, other products from that company.  Perception of usability also impacts decisions 

to keep using one product over another and positive impressions of the products a company 

produces can likely affect sales of its other products as well.   

With the impacts that visual design has on consumer experience, instructional designers 

cannot afford to make visual design decisions an afterthought.  Yet, scholars have asserted that 

the visual (Miller, 2011) and aesthetic (Parrish, 2009) qualities of the design of instructional 

interfaces have been a neglected aspect of instructional design until very recently.  Miller stated 

that the visual design is “frequently delegated to graphic designers late in the game” (p. 311) 

limiting their ability to contribute to the overall project design.   
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User research.  The ISD process generally includes a step of learner analysis to 

determine the state of understanding of users in order to fit the design to their learning needs.  It 

is not clear from the research literature how similar the process of learner analysis is to general 

user research conducted by UX designers.  Following are some processes outlined by prominent 

UX authors on their processes and justifications for user research. 

Cooper et al. (2007) outline a user-centered approach that shapes a software tool around a 

user’s specific goals and objectives.  Their goal-directed design has emerged in response to 

loosely or poorly designed digital products.  They observed that developers and even designers 

often structure their products’ interfaces according to the underlying logic of the software rather 

than the overarching objectives of the user.  That approach tends to make the learning of 

software more difficult.  Users not only have to learn how to do a task, they have to learn it in an 

unfamiliar context that does not fit with anything else they have ever done before.  The authors 

propose that refocusing design efforts, making user goals or objectives paramount, will improve 

the software design process.  Kuniavsky (2003) mounts a similar argument:  

Tools solve problems, and to build the right tool, you need to know what the problem  

is. . . .  You can guess, using your knowledge of the target audience and what they’re 

trying to do.  This is fast, but it’s fraught with danger: if you’re not a member of the 

target audience (which, as a developer, you rarely are), your understanding of the nature 

and severity of your users’ problems will not be the same as theirs.  You could decide 

that someone needs a bigger hammer, when in fact, he or she needs smaller nails.  (p. 

159) 

There are a variety of methods for performing qualitative research that contribute to an 

understanding of user behavior and goals.  Cooper et al. (2007) promote ethnographic interviews, 
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a “combination of immersive observation and directed interview techniques” (p. 58) as their 

preferred approach to initial user research.  Kuniavsky (2003) similarly advocates contextual 

inquiry as a means for determining what goals users have.  He says that in contextual inquiry a 

designer collects information about tools their intended audience uses, the sequence in which 

they try to solve their problems or achieve their objectives, the methods of organization they use, 

and what kinds of interactions they have (p. 172).  By collecting this data, a designer develops a 

rich picture of the end user of their product, which gives them a much stronger chance of 

designing something that will meet those users’ objectives.  

Other user research methods have been developed to aid in the design process.  

Kuniavsky (2003) provides in-depth discussion of numerous methods, including focus groups, 

surveys, and usability studies.  Kuniavsky provides detailed instructions and examples for each.  

Research done prior to the design phase can “focus a project early on, eliminating many wrong 

turns and reducing the need to ask major, fundamental questions about the product later on, when 

development should concentrate on honing the product’s experience, not its purpose” 

(Kuniavsky, p. 199).  Any design would benefit from additional user research. 

Once goals for the software have been established, using personas as a way to help the 

design process stay focused on those user goals.  Personas are brief descriptions of fictitious 

individuals who represent users of an intended design.  Personas can be used to create scenarios 

by which designs can be created to help those personas achieve their goals (Garrett, 2011).  

Although, as Krug (2005) asserts, “there is no Average User” (p. 128), personas can help provide 

a guide to designers and developers to help them understand the product user and his or her 

goals.  “Almost every aspect of a well-developed persona can be traced back to a user statement 

or behavior” (Cooper et al., 2007, p. 81).  As developers and designers rely on these models, they 
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“become much more interested in creating a product that will give this person a satisfying 

experience” (p. 81).  The authors suggested this attention to the end user’s goals results in a 

superior design.   

User research builds the necessary data to guide the creation of an interaction framework 

that supports the rest of the design.  Cooper et al. (2007) suggest that designers often start 

designing interfaces for specific interactions too early in the process, which can “get in the way 

of effectively designing a comprehensive framework that the rest of the product’s behaviors can 

fit within” (p. 126).  They said a design framework provides a foundation for formulating 

specific designs at a more granular level.  The output of this design phase is a rough prototype 

that can be tested and refined before moving into a final design phase.  

Learner analysis has been a key part of ISD, but it might not fully address the needs of an 

interface design for e-learning, especially if it is focused on the learning explicitly to the 

exclusion of the delivery mechanism.  As suggested by Peters (2014), instructional designers are 

focusing on learning goals, not on interface interactions.  Learning goals might not equate 

directly to user goals within an application.  It is possible that the user research process espoused 

by the UX design authors above could inform instructional designers in the e-learning field.  It 

could help them consider an additional aspect of design not currently within their frame of 

reference.   

Usability engineering.  While the UX design process aims to create a usable product, no 

design is perfect on first iteration.  Design feedback from users is paramount to continual 

progress of the design.  Perhaps the most well-known research practice used to assist in the 

design process is the usability study.  Usability studies are extensively used in the web-design 

and development process.  As Krug (Krug, 2005) suggests, “The point of testing is not to prove 
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or disprove something.  It’s to inform your judgment” (p. 135).  In usability testing, a design at 

some stage of development is put in front of someone who is a member of the target audience of 

the design.  A moderator guides the participant through a series of tasks that the design is meant 

to allow them to achieve.  Designers watch as the user attempts to do the tasks laid out for them.  

Inevitably, the designers will find flaws in their designs that can be quickly fixed, improving the 

end product.  Even with the help of interface guidelines, information architecture, and aesthetic 

principles, usability of an interface really comes down to the specific user of specific software.  

Krug says, “It’s not productive to ask questions like ‘Do most people like pulldown menus?’  

The right kind of question to ask is ‘Does this pulldown, with these items and this wording in 

this context on this page create a good experience for most people who are likely to use this 

site?’”  (p. 129).  Krug goes on to say that usability testing is the best way to find out what works 

in the specific scenario, which will guide improvements to the design.  The more designers see 

their designs in the hands of intended users, the more they recognize deficiencies and can correct 

them. 

Summary of UX Concerns 

The foregoing section was a review of some of the foundational elements of a user 

experience design process.  It presented and described the practices of information architecture, 

visual design, interaction design, user research, and usability engineering.  Through this review, I 

also attempted to make connections between these UX design practices and the practices of 

instructional design.  The final section of this literature review will address the current state of 

research connecting e-learning and UX design. 
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State of Research Connection Between UX and E-learning 

To further illuminate any existing connection between e-learning and UX design, I 

performed a series of searches on Google Scholar.  First, I performed a general search of the 

terms “UX,” “user experience,” and “e-learning.”  Next, I searched for the terms of the 

individual components of a user experience design (“information architecture,” “interaction 

design,” “visual design,” “user research,” and “usability engineering”) to see if there might be 

relevant existing literature connections.  The following sections discuss the literature based on 

these searches. 

My first search used the terms “UX,” “user experience design” and “e-learning.”  

Because so much of user experience design has emerged since the turn of the century, I limited 

the search to articles published since the year 2000.  The search yielded 103 results.  To further 

narrow this result set, I reviewed titles and summaries of the articles seeking those discussing the 

design process specifically.  

Many of the articles focused on evaluating the user experience design of websites or web 

2.0 technologies (e.g. blogs or learning management systems) with an educational purpose 

(Millard, Borthwick, Howard, McSweeney, & Hargood, 2013; Walker, Prytherch, & Turner, 

2013; Zhang, 2013).  Similarly, there were a number of articles addressing the UX design of 

applications created for special education needs  (Borgia, Bianchini, & De Marsico, 2014; 

González et al., 2013; Rubio, Navarro, & Montero, 2014).  Treviranus (2009) discussed the 

pioneering of user experience design approaches for distributed environments.  

A few books also appeared in the search.  Udell (2014), in a chapter discussing mobile 

learning platforms, suggested user experience design skills are a new need for e-learning 

designers.  “As new technologies, processes, and platforms are needed for mobile learning 
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creation,” he said, “it’s clear that we need to reexamine the roles and skills we have represented 

on our teams and find where we may have gaps” (p. 210).  User experience skills are highlighted 

as areas for improvement.  Another book (Peters, 2014) contains a strong call for incorporation 

of UX principles into instructional design.  Peters introduced the concept of learner experience 

design and illustrates the connections between e-learning design and the practice of UX.  She 

made a call for a new discipline at the juncture of these two fields.  

It seems that recent publications have made it clear that there is a recognized connection 

between UX design and e-learning.  It seems also apparent that perhaps the connection, 

especially as it relates to the skills involved with UX design, is not ubiquitous among e-learning 

designers.  There is still a need to understand how much e-learning designers know about UX 

concepts.  To further illustrate this, the following sections expound on the state of literature with 

regards to the building blocks of user experience discussed above. 

Information architecture.  A search on Google Scholar with the search terms “e-

learning” and “information architecture” returned more than 2,000 results.  On closer inspection, 

it seemed that many of the articles had mentioned information architecture only in passing rather 

than being the primary focus of the article.  This suggests that information architecture is 

certainly a term being used within the field, but questions remain as to whether e-learning 

designers have a shared understanding of the term’s meaning and whether there is an established 

information architecture practice within the field.  

To hone in on the connection between e-learning and information architecture, I 

performed another search on the terms “e-learning” and “information architecture” but limited 

the results to journals with “e-learning” in the journal name.  This returned 67 results.  

Reviewing this limited set of results revealed a clearer picture.  Several articles discussing the 
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practical aspect of e-learning design suggested information architecture as part of a successful e-

learning design (Hauck, 2008; Lee & Dron, 2008; Travis, 2008).  Morville and Rosenfeldt’s 

(2007) seminal book on information architecture was cited numerous times among the results of 

this search.  This literature indicates that information architecture, while deemed important 

within the e-learning field, is perhaps assumed to be a fundamental understanding of e-learning 

design practitioners.  Yet, from what was reviewed, it does not appear clear whether or not 

practitioners have more than cursory understanding of the practices and skills of information 

architecture. 

To see if I could find a stronger representation of information architecture in the e-

learning field, I performed another search for the terms “e-learning” and “information 

architecture,” but this time limited the search to the title of the article.  This returned four results 

(Chen & Lin, 2014; Siqueira, Braz, & Melo, 2007; Truyen, Van Rentergem, & Icto, 2005; Zhan, 

Liang, & Gu, 2013).  One of these articles (Truyen et al.) was addressing the architecture of an 

information system, rather than information architecture, per se, as defined within this document.  

Of the other three articles, one assessed the influence a digital library’s information architecture 

had on the learning performance of students using the library in the context of e-learning (Chen 

& Lin, 2014), another proposed activity theory as a framework for creating an information 

architecture for an e-learning system (Zhan et al., 2013), and the third proposed a method of 

creating an information architecture for e-learning using data warehousing as structural guide 

(Siqueira et al., 2007). From these articles, it appears information architecture might be 

penetrating more deeply into the e-learning field, but this is a very small set of articles 

addressing the subject.  There still appears to be value in trying to understand the extent to which 
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information architecture, in the context of overall user experience design, is understood or 

practiced among e-learning designers. 

Interaction design.  An initial Google Scholar search of “e-learning” and “interaction 

design” since 2000 returned more than 6,000 results.  Initial review of this list among the most 

relevant results suggested the connotation of interaction design within the e-learning field might 

have been slightly different than the definition used for this project.  For example, Ravenscroft 

(2003) reviewed “fifty years of research in e-learning interaction design” (p. 4), which covers 

many theoretical approaches to e-learning pedagogy.  There is no explicit definition of 

interaction design within the article.  It is, perhaps, assumed to be a self-explanatory term.  

However, given the focus of the article on theoretical underpinnings of instructional theory, his 

discussion of examples of “interaction design” seemed more oriented around the learning 

interaction as opposed to the software interaction.  This might be a subtle difference, but has 

implications for how interaction design is approached from the UX perspective.  

With this difference in mind, the next search performed was to search Google Scholar for 

articles after 2007.  This year was chosen to place the articles after the publication of the third 

edition of Cooper, Reimann, and Cronin’s (2007) seminal work on interaction design, which 

took for its sub-title that year The Essentials of Interaction Design.  This subtitle superseded a 

title from previous editions using the term interface design.  Additionally, the search was limited 

to having the keywords in the title.  This search returned eight results.  

Each of the results of this search was from Chinese research or educational organizations 

with limited English access.  Only abstracts were available to me.  From the abstracts, there 

appeared to be confirmatory evidence of the “ambiguous understanding of interaction design” 

(n.p.) as suggested by Yanjun and Shaoqing (2012), which they considered one of the “most 
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important research fields of e-learning” (n.p.).  Other results appeared to be more focused on 

pedagogy, per se, (Wu & Shi, 2009) while three of the results of this search were not relevant to 

the subject of interaction design.  Two of the results ended up linking to the same article 

addressing the interaction design of a museum installation that used eye-tracking as part of the 

interaction (Jingyan, Chensheng, Yanjun, & Yan, 2009).  

To gather clarity and broaden results, another search was performed that included the 

same search terms, but limited results to articles published in journals with the term e-learning in 

the title which had been published in or after 2007.  This returned 167 articles.  A manual review 

of the titles within this result set resulted in a subset of 22 articles considered pertinent for closer 

examination.  The articles not selected for additional review appeared to either (a) only mention 

information architecture in their reference list or (b) mention information architecture only in 

passing or tangentially.  

Of the 22 articles reviewed, two stand out as most relevant (Kirschner, Strijbos, Kreijns, 

& Beers, 2004; Kirschner, 2004).  Kirschner makes a call for a new design approach to e-

learning design and proposes “interaction design” as the solution.  He pits interaction design 

against the traditional, prescriptive instructional systems design approach as well as a 

“predetermined usability” focus of software design.  

For Kirschner (2004), it appears that interaction design encompasses many of the 

attributes this paper aligns with user experience.  Rather than being a subset of user experience, 

interaction design, according to Kirschner, is essentially equated with the UX design process.  

Kirschner included usability, usefulness, aesthetics, and emotion as attributes of interaction 

design and suggested “user experience” as the “ultimate goal of interaction design” (p. 42).  
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Kirschner, et al., (2004) followed up with a discussion of implementing interaction 

design within the context of an online collaborative learning environment.  Their discussion of 

interaction design is very early in the life of the interaction design discipline.  They 

acknowledged there was “no commonly agreed on definition and exact scope” (p. 51) of 

interaction design, but cited a definition as “a discipline dedicated to define the behavior of 

artifacts, environments, and systems (i.e., products)” (p. 52).  They proposed a six-step 

interaction design process that includes steps for (a) observing intended audience to determine 

what students do in their current interactions with technologies, (b) determining what needs to be 

provided to students to support their learning and objectives, (c) accounting for learning, 

environmental, social, and other constraints as well as existing conventions that could be 

leveraged, (d) determining learners’ perceptions of the support they received and performing 

iterative design and research, (e) following up with users to watch and understand how the 

support is used, and (f) determining what has been learned. This pattern parallels the aspects of 

UX design of user research (a & d), interaction design (b, c & d), visual design (c), and usability 

engineering (e & f).   

There appears to be a strong connection between this interpretation of interaction design 

and the discipline of UX design.  It also had a fairly high impact on the e-learning design field.  

Google Scholar returned an index of more than 200 articles citing Kirschner, et al. (2004).  A 

keyword search within these articles reveals an additional 30 articles containing the term 

interaction design.  The additional 30 articles did not address design per se, but rather referenced 

the concept of interaction design in the context of other research questions.  

What seems apparent from this review of interaction design within the e-learning 

literature is that, while interaction design has made some headway into e-learning design, there 
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have been no studies investigating the actual practice of interaction design by e-learning 

designers in the wild, so to speak. 

Visual design.  One area I felt likely would be saturated and difficult to tease out within 

the e-learning design literature would be the aspect of visual design.  Initial searches with the key 

terms again found thousands of articles.  I added “user experience” to the other key terms 

searched (“visual design” and “e-learning”) and also limited the search to articles published since 

the year 2000.  The new result set was just over 300 articles.  Limiting the search to “e-learning” 

and “visual design” just in the title further reduced the result set to eight articles.  Two of these 

articles were trade publications.  Two of the listed articles were indexed citations with no 

connected document, three were in foreign languages, and the final article was a presentation 

from the proceedings of a conference.  These were of little value to this literature search.  

A manual scan of titles and descriptions of other articles within the larger pools of search 

results showed there were many articles connecting visual design to e-learning design, yet no 

articles appeared to be able to help illuminate the questions of how practicing e-learning 

designers perceive and approach the visual design of their work. 

Usability engineering.  Usability in e-learning appears to suffer no lack of attention and 

awareness.  Similar to the other areas of user experience reviewed by this paper, the initial search 

for “usability engineering” and “e-learning” since the year 2000 returned a result set of about 

2,500 articles.  The difference in this case, however, was that virtually every article in the list 

was directly relevant to this paper in that it appeared that most of the articles either reported on a 

usability evaluation of an e-learning application or made recommendations for more effective 

usability evaluations, either through heuristic review or usability study (Ardito, Costabile et al., 

2004a; Ardito, De Marsico et al., 2004; Ardito et al., 2005; Chai, Zhao, & Zhu, 2008; Costabile, 



26 

Marsico, Lanzilotti, Plantamura, & Roselli, 2005; Giannakos, 2010; Granić, 2008; Ssemugabi & 

De Villiers, 2007; Zaharias & Poylymenakou, 2009). To reduce the breadth of this search and to 

seek more directly relevant literature, I selected articles from this set that used the search terms 

in the title only.  The reduced result set of 179 articles was reviewed manually to see if any 

articles investigated the perception or understanding of e-learning design practitioners directly, 

with e-learning designers being the unit of analysis.  None of these articles fit these criteria.  

Summary 

This literature review sought to determine the extent to which user experience design and 

UX subdisciplines are extant within the e-learning design literature.  But, more importantly, it 

also aimed to determine whether design practitioners had been studied to understand their 

perception and understanding of UX and its subdisciplines in their daily work.  I have assumed 

the literature is predominantly written, submitted, and reviewed by scholars.  That being the case, 

it is difficult to determine from the literature how pervasive concepts presented in the literature 

are within the practitioner field.  Have the ideas presented in the literature trickled down through 

courses and independent study of students who then turn to the field for their careers as e-

learning designers?  This review of the literature suggests it is likely that at least some of the 

terms and concepts of user experience design and its subdisciplines have been in the lexicon, if 

not the practice, of e-learning designers.  However, it is almost impossible to guess, based on the 

content of the literature, how influential some of these practices and ideas are among e-learning 

designers.  Therefore, this study will launch an initial investigation to shed light on the nature of 

the relationship. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

As recommended by Yanchar and Williams (2006), I begin this methods section with a 

discussion of “assumptions, values, and moral commitments that have practical and theoretical 

consequences” (p. 9) to this work.  The objectives of this discussion are to clarify my position as 

a researcher, add clarity to the objectives of this research project, to acknowledge the theoretical 

nature of this work and provide a rationale for the methods proposed for this research project. 

My outlook is that there is a general truth, but that it can only be approached 

approximately through research.  Triangulation and multiple perspectives help bring us closer to 

the truth.  Yet, humans are agents with power to act in the world.  Individual actions are largely 

unpredictable.  Although there tend to be observable trends in behavior across large groups, no 

amount of understanding of trends can truly illuminate an individual’s experience.  Additionally, 

I believe humans are empathetic.  Our powers to empathize make the study of individuals 

meaningful to others through our ability to approximate others’ experiences through our own 

feelings and thoughts.  

Approach 

In light of the philosophical stance outlined above, I have chosen a hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach for this project.  Three primary reasons prompted the selection of 

this approach.  First, the hermeneutic framework assumes the researcher has a basic 

understanding of the phenomenon at hand (Packer, 1985).  Second, the hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach embraces the ambiguities of human activity and recognizes that 

understanding can only be approached through a systematic and coherent investigation that 

focuses on the human interaction.  In fact, the researcher is acknowledged to be a part of the 

interaction, “embedded and essential to the interpretive process” (Laverty, 2003, p. 28).  Third, 
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in the hermeneutic paradigm, the object of study is “what people actually do when they are 

engaged in the everyday practical tasks of life rather than in the detached contemplation that 

characterizes pencil-and-paper tasks and most interview situations” (Packer, p. 1086).  My role 

as director of user experience for a small software agency and a PhD student studying 

instructional design has given me a unique, insider perspective on the subject that fits well with 

the assumption of the framework that the researcher has a basic understanding of the 

phenomenon.  Additionally, my belief that it is virtually impossible to be truly objective and able 

to “bracket” my assumptions fits well with the hermeneutic tradition that acknowledges and even 

embraces the impact of the researcher on the research scenario.  Lastly, this research will attempt 

to capture both participants’ perception of their own actions as well as the actions themselves 

through a review of designed materials.  While not approaching a true ethnographic approach, 

this step of research attempts to bring the research outside of the respondents’ minds and into 

their lived experience.  Thus, a hermeneutic phenomenological approach seems well suited for 

this project. 

The hermeneutic tradition has been called a “methodology” rather than a “method” 

(Laverty, 2003, p. 28).  It is not a set of rules to follow, but rather “a creative approach to 

understanding, using whatever approaches are responsive to particular questions and subject 

matter” (Laverty, p. 28).  The data-gathering procedure outlined here sought the best way to 

gather information that would inform and flesh out answers to the questions of interest.  It is 

acknowledged that the answers are “necessarily partial (in both senses of the word: incomplete 

and with its own point of view)” (Packer, 1985, p. 1089).  Yet, the objective is to add as much 

clarity and interpretation as possible that will result in greater understanding of the phenomenon 

of interest.  The following sections explain the procedures followed to obtain sufficient data to 
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make a reasoned and detailed analysis of the data that could inform and explicate the questions 

stated above.  With this in mind, this section outlines the approach taken for this study.  I will 

first explain the sampling procedure followed by a discussion of the data-gathering process.  

Finally, I will outline the process followed to analyze the collected data. 

Participant Selection 

Participants were chosen through a mixed purposeful sampling process aimed at creating 

maximum variation (Patton, 1990) through which I solicited e-learning designers from broad 

educational and professional backgrounds.  The initial request for participation was sent through 

my educational and professional networks seeking practicing, professional e-learning designers 

(criterion sampling) (Patton).  The objective was to find participants through this network who 

had differing training backgrounds and varied levels of work experience.  Participants were 

solicited without offer of compensation.  This initial request garnered several willing volunteers 

from whom five were chosen to represent varied backgrounds and experience levels in e-learning 

design, based on:  

 years of experience 

 training type 

 training institution 

 gender 

 current work location 

 current work type (What types of products are they designing?) 

The primary objective in diversifying the initial selection was to avoid a particular 

location, gender, or background bias that would immediately limit the impact of the results of 

this investigation.  This initial group included four women and one man. 
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As the initial interviews took place, I began to feel there were distinct types of 

experiences represented by the participants that warranted additional investigation.  I felt it was 

important to gather more data by using confirming or disconfirming sampling (Patton, 1990) to 

seek more participants who could help fill gaps in my understanding and in the information 

being gleaned from the initial participants.  I was able to solicit additional volunteers through the 

Instructional Technology (IT) Forum hosted by the Association for Educational Communications 

and Technology (AECT).  From the handful of volunteers who responded to the request for 

participants, an additional four were chosen to represent both a broader set of practice as well as 

educational experience and years in the field.  As the interviews with these additional 

participants continued, I began to notice data saturation in topics and themes.  In all, nine 

participants provided sufficient coverage of the data for the scope of this initial and preliminary 

investigation. 

Description of the Participants 

Of the nine total participants, five were women and four were men.  Five participants 

either had earned or were working toward an advanced degree in the fields of instructional 

design or instructional technology (two PhD, three master’s degrees).  These degrees came from 

five different institutions in three separate states, including one online degree program.  Of the 

other four participants, two were in process of working on obtaining master’s degrees in fields 

not directly related to instructional or e-learning design (a teaching licensure program and one in 

organizational management) and one had an advanced degree in language studies.  All 

participants had an undergraduate degree in another field (examples include English; English 

literature; library science; information technology; education; human development and family 

studies; speech communication, business management and organizational development; and art).  



 31 

Current employment for participants included instructional technology consulting, instructional 

design and teaching for an online high school, instructional design for a university independent 

study program, and in-house instructional designers/developers.  Each participant self-identified 

as an e-learning designer based on the definition provided in chapter one of this document, 

although at least one participant acknowledged that he did not design for e-learning exclusively.  

Participants had also had professional experience in other fields, including the following 

occupations: high school teacher (not online), software developer and technical lead for software 

firm, technical writer, university professor, curriculum writer, instructional designer and 

consultant.  The level of experience in e-learning design ranged from approximately five months 

for the least experienced participant to more than 15 years in the field for the two most 

experienced participants.  Most of the participants fell within the two- to five-year range of direct 

professional instructional design experience.  The participants will be referred to with 

pseudonyms in this report to protect their anonymity. 

Data-gathering Procedures 

Data were gathered through a series of two interviews with each participant and a follow-

up email exchange with each participant.  This approach was patterned after research conducted 

by Yanchar, South, Williams, Allen and Wilson (2010).  Each interview was aimed at gradually 

growing more focused on the subject matter of user experience design.  Each interview was 

performed at the participants’ place of work, when possible.  Several participants lived out of 

state or had other logistical concerns, which made it impossible to perform some of the 

interviews in person.  To interview those participants who were not able to meet in person, I used 

video conferencing software (Google Hangouts or Skype) to attempt virtual face-to-face 

interviews.  In the case of a couple of the interviews, technological difficulties made it necessary 
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to conduct the interview over the phone.  With some participants, the first interview was 

performed in person while the second interview was conducted over the Internet through Google 

Hangouts.  While in-person interviews were the preferred method, there did not appear to be any 

difference in rapport or the ability to collect data effectively through mediated channels. 

The first interview broadly discussed the designer’s lived experience as an e-learning 

designer.  The interview was semi-structured following a set of interview questions that was 

prepared for the purpose of guiding the interview (see Appendix A).  The guide consisted of a 

series of questions and probes aimed at uncovering information relevant to participants’ 

experience with UX and instructional design.  Not all questions listed were asked of each 

interviewee.  Additional questions also emerged in the process of the interview that led the 

discussion into unanticipated territory.  Although the interview guide provided some structure, 

the interview itself was fluid, following thoughts and new information that helped inform the 

questions at the foundation of this study.  

The initial interview also provided a launching point for me to understand the context of 

design for each particular participant.  User experience design was generally not addressed or 

defined explicitly for the participant at this stage.  The intent was to allow the interviewee to 

discuss their design process to see if they mention or describe UX design concepts or tools— 

either directly or indirectly—without any prompting by me.  This discussion provided a 

foundational framework of understanding, allowing for further, deeper exploration in subsequent 

interviews.  At the conclusion of the first interview, I described the nature of the second 

interview and requested a copy of a designed artifact along with any ancillary design process 

documents the participant was willing to share.  In most cases, participants were not free to share 

a design fully with me, due to proprietary concerns.  Rather, I had to wait and view the product 
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with them during the second interview.  For those who shared design artifacts, I reviewed the 

artifacts to understand them better and see what areas of the design might be applicable to a UX-

design-specific focus.  

During the second interview, I asked participants to walk through the process by which 

the participant designed the specific artifact I had requested during the previous interview.  

Through this second interview I tried to have the participant describe as much of their actual 

design process they could remember about the designing of the provided artifact.  With the 

artifact at the center of the discussion, I was able to delve into the designer’s practical approach 

to e-learning design.  As appropriate, I discussed their understanding of UX principles and their 

experience with using them or not and how they might apply to their work.  

After the findings for this paper were compiled, a draft of the findings was sent to each 

interview participant.  Participants were asked to review all quotes attributed to them to ensure 

that their thoughts were represented accurately.  Each was also invited to comment on any of the 

themes or ideas represented in the findings document.  This member check of the data provided 

an additional form of triangulation to help bolster the validity of this study.  Of the nine 

interviewees, eight responded.  Participants offered only minor corrections to quotes and a 

couple of clarifications, each of which has been corrected in the findings section or addressed in 

the discussion section. 

Data Analysis 

This study followed a pattern of analysis pioneered by Yanchar et al. (2010) and 

described in more detail in South (2008).  Their process consists of a series of steps: (a) holistic 

reading, (b) meaning condensation, (c) thematization, (d) inter-theme exploration, (e) thematic 

amplification, (f) holistic amplification, and (g) coherence assessment.  Holistic reading consists 
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of reading the full text transcripts to gain a “general sense of the whole” (South, p. 37).  Meaning 

condensation begins a process of reduction that captures what the researchers called meaning 

units that would be signaled by shifts in topics or focus in the conversation.  These meaning units 

are gathered from across all transcripts and grouped into categories meaningful to the purpose of 

the research (or themes) through the process of thematization.  These themes are not a complete 

map of the phenomenon of interest, but rather provide insight into individual attributes or aspects 

of the phenomenon.  Thematization is followed by a phase of comparing and contrasting themes 

called inter-theme exploration.  This process is meant to find connections between themes that 

help us understand the context for those themes.  This process might also result in broader 

categories, or meta-themes of highly related themes.  Thematic amplification aims to expand on 

the themes through considering the gestalt of the whole phenomenon.  It allows the researcher to 

consider the themes from the broader context of the full phenomenon, to tease out a richer and 

fuller analysis of each theme.  The reverse process of holistic amplification turns the analysis 

back on the whole phenomenon and prompts the researcher to ask how the understanding each 

theme informs our understanding of the whole.  What is illuminated about the phenomenon 

through a deeper understanding of each theme?  South suggests there is a particularly strong 

synchronous interplay between the thematic and holistic amplification processes (p. 37).  Finally, 

the analysis concluded with a coherence assessment in which the researcher reviews findings to 

determine if they are coherent and intelligible.  This process is designed to help the researcher 

determine if all aspects of the phenomenon are adequately addressed based on the questions of 

interest.  Internal contradictions were addressed and all themes and results have been 

amalgamated into a “meaningful and coherent conclusion” (South, p. 38).  These steps do not 

represent a discrete, linear analysis process, but rather involve a lot of back-and-forth and 
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concurrent integration.  As new insights occurred, there was a need to return to previous steps to 

address the emerging information.  The end result of this process should be a conclusion that is a 

clear, rich and meaningful analysis of the phenomenon of interest. 

Trustworthiness 

As recommended by Lincoln and Guba, (1985) I endeavored to create trustworthy results 

through the use of qualitative research guidelines developed for that purpose.  The objective was 

to treat the data in a fair way.  Some of the recommendations I used include triangulation of 

sources, peer debriefing, member checking, negative case analysis and dependability and 

confirmability audits.  The structure of the interviews, with two interviews per participant 

followed by a member check interaction by email, allowed for a triangulation of data over time.  

Participants were given the opportunity to clarify, correct, or expand on earlier discussions.  The 

final interaction with participants consisted of an email containing the analysis and findings 

section, which provided participants an opportunity to review the analysis, including quotes 

attributed to them.  Additionally, after conducting the initial interviews, I was able to probe for 

negative case analysis with subsequent interviewees.  I maintained a reflexive journal of memos 

of my thoughts and ideas generated through the analysis process.  I also recorded and aggregated 

the data, field notes, process notes and other ancillary products of the analysis.  Members of my 

committee were invited to review this audit trail, allowing them to raise any concerns they might 

have about the analysis process or results (see Appendix B).  

Limitations 

The study’s purpose was exploratory in nature and, as such, the questions and interview 

process still managed to result in interesting and potentially useful findings, but there was a 

potential for greater depth in the questioning that was possibly missed through the interview 
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procedure.  As interviews progressed, I relied on a process whereby participants first responded 

to open-ended questions, telling me of their experience as designers.  Latter interviews focused 

on using artifacts that participants created in order to probe their intentions for specific design 

decisions.  As noted in Pichert and Anderson’s (1977) classic work on memory through the case 

of the homebuyer and the burglar, this focus may have simultaneously allowed for a more 

heightened focused discussion, while ignoring other, also interesting, observations. 

Additionally, the sample for this study included, with only one exception, participants 

who had obtained, or were in process of obtaining, a graduate-level degree.  While this did not 

seem a reason to disqualify individuals from participating in this research, there is a potential for 

bias by having this similarity across a large majority of the participants.  Some respondents 

alluded to working in conditions where their colleagues were not adequately trained in 

instructional design.  This view might be tainted based on the participants’ educational status.  

Additional research examining the experiences of the purportedly untrained contingent of 

designers would be useful as a comparative case to further clarify the design experience of e-

learning designers and their understanding of UX design. 

Another limitation is the definition of UX used in this study.  User experience itself is a 

somewhat nebulous field of endeavor.  It is not likely that all UX designers would perform their 

work in the same way, following the same steps and guidelines.  By putting a box around a 

specific definition of UX, I have inevitably excluded potential practices that would be considered 

by some to be UX design.  Similarly, by selecting specific seminal works of UX authors to use as 

a means of assessing the extent to which participants were aware of UX, I have placed a 

boundary around what constitutes one aspect of UX training or awareness.  My intent during the 

interview process was to cast as wide a net as necessary to tease out understanding of the UX 
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field; however, this approach might have tainted the results if there are other articles or trainings 

participants had experience with that did not emerge from the interview.  I feel confident that the 

findings represented here are a faithful representation of UX understanding among participants, 

yet there remains a risk that this might not be the case. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Numerous themes emerged from the analysis of the 18 interviews conducted with the 9 

participants.  This findings section will elaborate on the four most relevant themes, including 

providing evidence and examples.  Supporting evidence will come in the form of quotations 

from participants.  Some quotations have been edited for clarity.  It should be noted that 

pseudonyms have been used in this report to protect participants’ anonymity.  This presentation 

of the findings does not contain much interpretation of the themes.  It simply seeks to introduce 

and explain the themes.  Additional interpretive commentary about each theme will be provided 

in the discussion and conclusion sections that follow. 

Theme One: Lack of Awareness of UX 

Generally speaking, UX was not a field familiar to participants.  Some individual 

activities performed by UX practitioners in the field or terms related to the discipline were 

familiar to the interviewed e-learning designers, but as a practice or field of knowledge, there 

was (for all but one or two participants), at best, rudimentary understanding of the UX field as a 

whole.  Only one participant had read some of the more prominent works of the discipline, 

making user experience design an area of personal, independent study.  No participant had been 

exposed to user experience design explicitly as part of their formal training for their current 

career. 

Basic general awareness.  In spite of the lack of overt knowledge of UX, most 

participants could respond to UX with a general sense of understanding.  They could not, 

however, point to any specific training or interaction with seminal literature in the field.  For 

example, Penelope indicated familiarity with user experience terms, but not to the explicit 

adoption of those activities in her design work. 
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INTERVIEWER: … by user experience design, I describe it as the use of information 

architecture, visual design, usability research or user research and interaction design.  So 

for any of those terms do you feel like you are familiar with them or are they new terms 

to you? 

PENELOPE: I would say that I am familiar with them.  I wouldn't say that anything in 

my design that would approach with: ‘Now I need to think of these things formulaically’, 

no I don't think I approach it that way. 

Similarly, Charlotte indicated she had some exposure to UX concepts, but that they were 

not part of her academic training.  

CHARLOTTE: I have dabbled in some of the ideas about it but I am not too familiar 

about it from an academic perspective. 

Interestingly, Charlotte worked at an organization that had a UX department.  Her 

instructional design department never collaborated with them on training—the UX team was 

focused on the company’s products and website. 

Nancy and Brandon also both indicated that they had not read any of the texts presented 

in the interview. 

INTERVIEWER: Have you read any other books or anything about user experience 

design that you could speak to? 

NANCY: Nope not really, not book level.  As I said, I just mainly Google fast and fun 

articles on things. 

On the other hand, Brandon indicated he had some familiarity with the general concept of 

user experience design. 
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BRANDON: I am familiar with the concept of UX and I view it as attempting to take the 

user’s entire experience of your product into account during your design process—not 

just of what you’re putting in front of them, but how it might potentially affect them 

and/or interact with them from the moment it enters their consciousness until the moment 

it fades from same.  To me it’s taking a holistic approach to your product and how it 

integrates (or doesn’t) into a person’s life, versus viewing it as primarily a means to an 

end. 

Very limited exposure to UX. For others, UX design was completely new.  When 

Shawn was introduced to the term he responded simply, “I don't think I have necessarily heard 

that exactly.” 

Further discussion about the subdisciplines indicated that he was generally unfamiliar 

with the discipline.  As we talked, he indicated he was “piecing it together” and began to share 

how he felt he was practicing user experience in his work. 

SHAWN: One thing in regards to our views of the user experience is we, at the end of 

every class and actually during the classes, we are constantly looking at reports.  So like, 

checking what assignments had the poorest activity on it or what assignments had the 

least amount of clicks or completion and then we actually write up a quantitative and 

qualitative report that we submit every quarter for our course.  So, that report is 

something that’s kind of nice in regards to seeing the users’ experience through the data. . 

. .  Then I go in and improve my course from that data and also from that feedback that I 

got from students. 

This suggests a similarity of concerns between e-learning design and user experience 

design, but Shawn had not been exposed to the field as a practice prior to this interview. 
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Markus also had not been exposed to some of the seminal works of the user experience 

field.  As a self-taught web designer, he had taught web design for a time at a local college.  

While teaching, he had potentially been exposed to user experience design concepts: 

MARKUS: Back when I was teaching I did have a book, I couldn't even begin to tell you 

what it was called but it was a really good resource for that. 

But, he also said he had only limited exposure to the subdisciplines of user experience.  

When asked about how much user experience concepts were discussed within his current work 

experience he responded: 

MARKUS: Not regularly.  We have discussed, once or twice we have done that in the 

last five years I have been on the team.  One of those is after I went to one of the local 

ASTD and they had a session on design and I brought back a few of the ideas from that.  

Other than that, no.  

Greater familiarity with UX. A couple of participants had what seemed to be a closer 

familiarity with the ideas of user experience design, with various levels of exposure.  For 

example, Patrick and Brandon were aware of Jakob Nielsen, one of the pioneers of usability 

engineering perhaps noted most for his research-derived usability heuristics (Nielsen, 1994), but 

his usability heuristics were not something either could reproduce from memory. 

PATRICK: I have used [Jakob Nielsen’s] website for inspiration and reference and stuff 

like that but I don't know specifically.  If you said what that heuristic was, it might sound 

familiar but I couldn't tell you off the top of my head. 

Patrick had also heard of a few of the UX related books discussed as part of the interview 

process and had read from two of them.  Patrick also seemed to have a better intuitive sense of 

the scope of user experience design as a field.  
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PATRICK: I would say when I hear UX I think about user interface kind of stuff but I 

feel like user experience would be a broader thing.  Like a more holistic thing, how do 

people feel when they are doing this thing?  What kind of path do they take?  It is not just 

about usability. 

 One of the organizations where Patrick worked was concerned with the “learner 

experience” with the products they created. 

PATRICK: We talked about learner experience.  I feel that in the sense that we used that, 

I would say that it was similar to user experience in that it was like what was the entire 

experience the learner is going to have with our training.  

The outlier in this group of participants was Katrina, who had read several of the seminal 

works of user experience design and had read widely beyond the list presented to her in the 

interview.  Katrina had a PhD from a department in the field of instructional technology at a 

Western state university and considered keeping current an important part of her career. 

KATRINA: To me professional development is very critical.  As an academic, you die if 

you don't do conferences and trainings and read broadly because you have got to stay 

current.  

Usability engineering as exception.  Another exception to the general lack of awareness 

of user experience was in the subdiscipline of usability testing.  A few more participants were 

aware of usability testing (referred to as user testing in some cases) and expressed belief in its 

value; however, only Patrick indicated that usability studies were part of the design process at his 

current workplace.  One of the companies Patrick worked for implemented usability studies 

regularly into their design and development process, following specific guidelines from Krug 

(2009). 
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PATRICK: It is more formal . . . it is a more formal part of our process where I am now.  

It is definitely something that we consider and we conduct regular usability tests and it is 

something we think about and we talk about. 

Nancy, who had had experience observing usability studies early in her career in a 

different field, suggested usability studies were not done at her current place of employment 

because the process does not fit their timeline:  

NANCY: We don't really do a behind the glass mirror type of study because it just takes 

too long to [design and develop] a course.  

Similarly, Katrina indicated she would rather spend her time and resources on performing 

a more thorough analysis of the problem than to test her solution on representative members of 

the intended audience of her training. 

KATRINA: If I could do great user interface testing I would, but the return on investment 

for it is not as dramatic as understanding the problem and making sure that I have 

actually got performance to the level that I want it to.  So I would sacrifice user interface 

testing in a heartbeat because I can make it work with cheap second-best options.  

Analysis and user research.  As a final note about participants’ awareness of user 

experience design principles and concepts, user research in a discovery or pre-design capacity 

was often neglected.  People seemed very attuned to at least a perceived value of engaging in an 

initial effort to understand the learner by actually interacting with the intended audience but, due 

to constraints, user research increasingly did not happen.  There was often an analysis stage, but 

the analysis would include interviews with client representatives or meetings with subject matter 

experts.  The analysis process less frequently involved observation of, or interaction with, the 
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actual intended audience of the course or training.  For example, Charlotte lamented the lack of 

access to audience in her process. 

INTERVIEWER: To what extent are your audience members consulted or used in the 

design and development process? 

CHARLOTTE: None, which is sad.  We are focusing to get them more integrated into 

that process but none at this time. 

Similarly, Katrina suggested that lack of an analysis phase is detrimental to instructional 

design outcomes. 

KATRINA: One of the problems I see in the field generally is that instructional designers 

are very quick to take the client's word for what they think the problem is.  There needs to 

be data, there needs to be verification, we need to make sure we really understand it.  If 

the client misunderstands their own problem and you design a solution for their 

misunderstanding you will never see performance change.  

The data collected from these participants revealed a predominant lack of a full 

understanding (and even awareness in some cases) of user experience design as a field or many 

of its subdisciplines.  However, as will be discussed below, there are many similarities in the 

overall concerns of UX designers and those expressed throughout the interviews by these e-

learning designers.  First, we will discuss the second theme emerging from this investigation, 

which suggests there are many hats that contemporary e-learning designers feel they must wear. 

Theme Two: E-learning Designer’s Role Spans Range of Perceived Responsibilities 

One of the implications of UX as defined and discussed by Garrett (2011) is the UX 

designer’s sense of responsibility for a full product as it manifests itself in an interaction between 

a person and the designed experience.  This interaction or experience is impacted by strategic 
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objectives as well as by the tactical delivery mechanisms of the experience, that is, the interface 

level interactions, visual design, and auditory cues.  UX design practices are meant to provide a 

framework to guide designers as they consider the many design decisions across the layers of the 

experience they are designing.  

As the participants of this study discussed their duties and the practice of design within 

their organizations, there seemed to emerge a concern with their assigned or assumed 

responsibilities and how those responsibilities impacted their ability to perform their role as an e-

learning designer.  On one side, at least one designer wanted to focus primarily on the 

instructional design, per se, of the e-learning experience, leaving interface-level concerns to be 

addressed by a designated graphic designer or developer.  On the other side, some participants 

either enjoyed or were required to be responsible for both the instructional design as well as 

visual design and interface development.  As an e-learning designer’s responsibility increases for 

the full depth of the overall designed experience, rather than just a subset of the design, the more 

relevant learning UX design practices might be to him or her.  This theme explores some of the 

overall perceptions of e-learning designers’ responsibilities as discussed by the participants of 

this study.  

The practice of e-learning itself covers a very broad range of applications.  As defined for 

this project, e-learning “covers computer-based learning, web-based learning, and the use of 

mobile technologies; it includes virtual classrooms and digital collaboration and uses” (Eklund et 

al., 2003, p. 3).  For example, high schools and colleges have started to port their traditional 

courses to online formats.  Corporations have begun to adopt self-guided or facilitated online 

training.  Independent companies like Lynda.com and Coursera have developed their own online 

training businesses that cover a broad range of subject matter.  The ubiquity of electronic media 
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has allowed e-learning to work its way into myriad learning scenarios.  As indicated by Brandon, 

instructional designers sometimes find themselves designing across a variety of delivery media. 

BRANDON: I guess you could make an argument that most everything has a component 

of e-learning these days. . . .  I think you could make a strong argument for many of the 

instructor-led trainings because there is usually an electronic component to it.  The reason 

why I bring that up is that I am not dedicated 100% to e-learning; I take whatever comes 

in, whatever they want to have me on. 

Additionally, not only do e-learning designers often find themselves across myriad 

presentation forms, they also are often required to work with huge amounts of data to formulate a 

delivery solution for myriad data types and massive amounts of information—often outside their 

area of expertise.  Even more, some participants reported finding themselves responsible for the 

development of the actual course itself—the interface-level design and development—rather than 

dealing strictly with instructional concepts.  Interaction design practices as a subset of UX design 

have the potential guide e-learning designers when they find themselves faced with the interface-

level design decisions.  UX practices could potentially help an e-learning designer address the 

need to design for multiple formats and a variety of media. 

Division of responsibility.  There is a spectrum of how much e-learning designers are 

required to step into a development role that requires them to address interaction design 

concerns.  Different companies structure their businesses differently with regard to how they 

accommodate the design process.  Some have a single designer tackle instructional design, visual 

design, and development.  Others provide specialized employees for some or all areas.  The 

overlap of who is responsible for which part varies between organizations.  For some 
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organizations the role of instructional designer is very distinct and separate from the 

development process, as Brandon explained:  

BRANDON: We also have content developers and we have media developers.  That 

means that I don't have to worry about developing the content, I never have to know the 

content.  I don't have to touch the content.  I will work through it in order to gain a feel 

for it but that is it.  Unless I am interested in it or unless there is something particularly 

complex about it or whatever, I don't need to internalize it or really work with it.  I need 

to understand how it flows and how it fits, so I go through and I will do my analysis and 

then I will do my design and then the content developers work together to develop a 

solution and I don't really play a part in that. 

Similarly, one of the companies where Patrick worked had very “segmented” roles.  The 

company where he currently works is less segmented, but still separates development from 

instructional design to a large extent. 

PATRICK: Where I used to work, it was one role where . . . one person would be doing 

all of the design work and then oversee the development throughout.  We would have 

people—part time employees, or whatever—would do a lot of the actual scripting and 

then we had a dedicated programming team. . . .  And it is the same at my company now.  

We have SMEs and then we have programmers who actually build stuff and we have 

graphic designers who create the videos and graphics and all of that stuff.  Those were 

definitely segmented, but at the company where I was, it was segmented even more.  

Interaction design as a field, as will be discussed later, was established in response to the 

practice of companies that relied on software developers to create interfaces for digital products.  

E-learning design organizations run the same risk of creating sub-optimal interfaces if their 
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designers rely on software developers to create the interfaces—or even relying on an e-learning 

designer who has not been trained specifically in interface design.  UX design could potentially 

provide that kind of understanding for an e-learning designer.  

The design approach described by Patrick, however, was not typical for the other 

participants.  For example, Markus and Charlotte were each responsible for both instructional 

design and development tasks. 

INTERVIEWER: Will you describe in a general sense what it is that your current job 

entails now that you have been here a few months? 

CHARLOTTE: Yeah, so it is a lot of different things: Project manager; kind of a liaison 

between this department and other departments, making sure that our department grows 

in reputation positively; and then, of course, designer and developer along with analysis. . 

. .  It is a lot of different roles for one title.  

Markus’ current work environment tends to use designers to perform both design and 

development tasks as well.  The designers work on their projects independently, with little 

collaboration and no real specialization on one part of the process. 

MARKUS: There are about 14 of us on the team and we really don't collaborate too 

much on projects.  Every now and then we will have maybe a couple of people on a 

project but it is individual work.  Reviews—we try to involve at least one person on the 

team in review.  We don't have a lot of collaboration once we get on a project. 

In a previous company, however, Markus said there was more specialization by the 

instructional designers.  He said there was more collaboration across the process at that job but 

that his current position is “more of a one-man-show now.”  When designers become responsible 

for all areas of a design, their work can be overwhelming.  UX design practices could potentially 
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provide new ways of approaching design or talking about design that would benefit the solo 

practitioner—exposing them to best practices in the field of software design and potentially 

enhancing their ability to design a more effective learning experience. 

Content creation is another role that blends in with the other responsibilities of e-learning 

designers.  Traditionally, the instructional designer receives content from a subject matter expert, 

but there are multiple roles now for the designer and one thing some participants said they find 

themselves doing is generating content. 

Nancy, for example, said she had a similar experience with being responsible for the full 

spectrum of design and content development early in her instructional design career. 

NANCY: When I was at [my previous employer], when I was getting into instructional 

design, that is what I did.  I created the content.  I wrote it and put together the questions 

and put together all that kind of stuff.  

There seems to be a perception by some businesses that designers of e-learning should be 

responsible for the development of instructional material (for example, interactive training 

modules, videos, illustrations and graphics, as well as interface design, etc.) along with the 

instructional design itself.  Brandon, however, suggests that as an industry instructional designers 

are responsible for too much of the design and development process, which he attributes to the 

fledgling nature of instructional design. 

BRANDON: We are basically trained to be a jack-of-all-trades and do everything but I 

think that is because we are basically in a really immature field. 

Brandon compared the field of instructional design to software development where the 

field has developed into specializations.  Whereas the same software developers used to program 

the backend and frontend (or interface) of a computer application, now there are specialized 
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independent roles in front-end development and back-end development.  He suggested 

instructional design should recognize there are specialized roles within the role of instructional 

designer. 

BRANDON: We as instructional designers still think that it makes sense for one person 

to do it all, one person to go from soup to nuts and it doesn't make any sense.  We haven’t 

evolved, and I don't know why we haven’t. 

Brandon went on to suggest that instructional designers still play an advisory role in the 

development process, but the actual execution of the development work falls on other team 

members’ shoulders. 

BRANDON: Am I helping the developer?  Absolutely.  We are not limited by what I can 

and cannot do.  I am not a visual developer, you know.  I don't do graphic design.  That is 

not my thing at all.  I know what I like and I am also pretty confident that most people 

don't like what I like, and that is fine because I don't have to worry about it because I 

have a media developer who takes care of it.  I don't have to worry about my grammar or 

the fact that I don't really like to write because I have content developers who love to 

write.  All I have to do is structure the content, make sure that it is not going to put the 

learners to sleep, make sure that it is structured in a way that they can actually internalize 

it and hopefully transfer it and apply it on their job, and then I hand that off and they 

build it.  They build it to my specifications, but they are the ones who get to do the actual 

building and I do the actual design. 

An awareness of the skills and language of UX design, while not as relevant for the 

designer who is focused on curriculum or instructional design per se, can provide a language that 

could potentially help e-learning designers communicate design intent and make the hand-off 
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process smoother.  On the other hand, Katrina said that although her primary focus is on the 

instruction, she enjoys participating in the development process as well. 

KATRINA: Because I am a consultant I tend to be involved in all aspects of it, which I 

really like.  I do a lot of analysis work, I do a lot of evaluation work, when I am not busy 

doing either one of those for different projects, then I will help out with the very granular 

instructional development.  I will take those larger design elements; I am developing tiny 

units within a larger task.   

The participants who designed e-learning courses for college and high school also had 

more ownership over the development of content, much more so for the online high school 

designers, because their job responsibilities include design, instruction and subject matter 

expertise.  In the case of the college course development, though, there still was support from an 

editorial department and a media development department.  The instructional designers were 

very involved with getting content into the learning management system, but editors helped 

refine textual content and media developers were largely responsible for the creation of visual 

design elements and interactive pieces. 

PENELOPE: I am not that involved in actually creating or developing [interactive 

pieces].  [I’m] more involved in figuring out the concept and what we want it to be. . . .  

We have a media team, we have an art team. . . .  I bring the concept to them and say 

build this.  

On the other hand, without a supporting team of developers, the high school course 

designers were basically responsible for their own content and media elements.  They often 

leverage content developed by others with a creative commons license that allows them to use it 
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in their courses.  Shawn in particular also leveraged students to help create additional 

instructional material for his courses. 

SHAWN: Just saying that they come up with some of the best stuff or making interactive 

games.  Like, those are the things—animation, videos—students are so good at that stuff 

and they have such a good sense of what is going on in the world today and what is going 

on in their specific age groups’ culture that they can create this wonderful stuff that I then 

implement in the course and it just makes the course so much cooler. 

Designers’ background impacts roles they can perform.  With such a broad range of 

responsibilities, it’s no wonder that some e-learning designers might seem neglected at times.  It 

also is no wonder that e-learning designers would not be aware of other parallel fields of design, 

such as UX.  Not only do e-learning designers lack in training in other design fields, they 

reportedly often lack training even in instructional design practices.  A few interviewees 

mentioned that many of their colleagues do not have formal training in instructional design.  

Many people are promoted or transferred within the organization to become e-learning designers.  

That was the path of at least one of the interviewees. 

MARKUS: Even on my team there are some folks, and, as you probably know and have 

experienced, a lot of people in instructional design aren't trained.  They are kind of 

brought into the role because they are knowledgeable about the subject but when it comes 

to the actual designing of a subject they are lacking in that and so they will put graphics 

in there that have nothing at all to do with the subject. 

There is a spectrum of skill across the varying iterations of the e-learning designer.  Three 

distinct categories seem to be represented among participants: professionally trained teachers 

who have begun to teach online, designers who have an advanced degree in instructional design 
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or similar, and designers who have entered the profession without formal training in instructional 

design.  

KATRINA: I don't know if I have mentioned this before but I have a pet peeve about 

working with instructional designers that are designers by assignment.  They sort of used 

to be something else, never been properly trained to be an instructional designer.  They 

just do instruction design and they tend to have a much narrower scope of skills and 

ability to write good instructional materials.  It can be quite challenging when your team 

is made up of predominately designers by assignment.  Not that instructional designers by 

training automatically make them great instructional designers, hardly, but they at least 

understand what it means to write objectives or to write good assessment questions and 

they are not just relying on the templates that come with Captivate or whatever software 

you are using. 

It is interesting to note that of all the people interviewed for this study, none had chosen 

instructional design as their first career choice.  Even those with an advanced degree in ID or 

similar had entered the field in a somewhat roundabout way.  There appears to be no standard 

path to instructional design—few if any undergraduate degrees in instructional design exist, 

much less a degree program in e-learning design specifically.  Perhaps there are programs that 

are beginning to teach about designing for an online learning experience in education programs. 

KATRINA: Most of the people at the master's level come from somewhere else because 

there is no feeder degree for bachelor students for the most part.  [One university] has a 

great distance education bachelor’s degree but it is one of the few in the country that 

actually prepare undergraduate students to work in this field. 
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Katrina also reported that one client she worked with had 70 instructional designers on 

staff and not one of them had a degree in instructional design.  It seems possible that the practice 

of hiring people to be instructional designers without formal training is common.  With this 

inconsistency of background in instructional design, there are constraints to both the ability of 

individual designers to output consistent and effective e-learning designs as well as limits on the 

effectiveness of collaboration within e-learning design teams. 

Participants with advanced degrees in instructional design or a similar degree reported 

having more formal training in various design practices than those who did not.  Some had had 

visual and aesthetic design instruction in addition to instruction on theories and practices of 

instructional design, but that was not universal.  For example, Charlotte indicated she felt her 

degree program had lacked some basics in visual design practices and tool training. 

While formal education helped provide the foundation for many of the participants.  A 

few indicated they continue their training through conferences and independent study.  Many 

participants said they turn to colleagues for guidance on solving specific design problems.  A 

couple of participants said they turn to the Internet and search engines to get inspiration and learn 

best design practices.  There seemed to be no formalized design-focused training at any of the 

companies where participants were currently working.  

Katrina also suggested visual design was one area instructional designers are not 

provided adequate training in it relates to instruction.  

KATRINA: We are just not taught, I don't think with enough precision, as instructional 

designers, on how to choose or create our own graphic, to communicate the instructional 

intent of what we are creating. 
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This theme seems to suggest that, while not always the case, practicing e-learning 

designers frequently are responsible for interface-level design decisions.  There are implications 

within these findings that available training has been insufficient for many practicing designers 

who find themselves responsible for the development of their training.  Understanding UX could 

potentially impact these designers’ ability to create better instructional experiences.  This theme 

suggests additional connections to UX as well that will be addressed in Chapter 5 of this 

document.  

In spite of the current state of “imprecise” instruction, e-learning designers move forward 

with their practice and manage to create training experiences, for better or worse.  What’s more, 

although there are general features of design that e-learning designers deem important, there is 

also a broad spectrum in the perception of what qualifies as good e-learning design, which will 

be discussed in the next section. 

Theme Three: Beliefs about Characteristics of Good E-learning Design Cover a Broad 

Spectrum 

Similar to how an e-learning designer’s role is exercised in multiple ways, the designed 

e-learning product also seemed to be perceived with multiple lenses.  As Brandon suggested, the 

primary goal of an e-learning designer is to navigate design constraints: 

BRANDON: I say a good e-learning design is one that makes the best attempt to meet a 

learner’s needs while staying within the constraints of the project.  There are always 

constraints.  There is budget, there is client environment, there is what technologies are 

available, how much deviation from tried and true does the client have appetite for?  

Negotiating all of that.  Those are all constraints that are placed upon your design and 
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you have to incorporate them.  So good e-learning design is one that basically optimizes 

the paths navigating all of those concerns.  

While designing within constraints, designers still seemed to have four distinct areas of 

concern that emerged from the interviews as having an impact on the quality of the designed 

learning experience: visual design; content organization and structure; learner engagement; and 

designing toward instructional goals.  Each of these areas will be discussed below. 

Visual design.  Many participants indicated they felt a visually appealing interface was 

important to the quality of the design.  However, both the strength of that importance as well as 

concepts of what qualifies as a good visual design ranged dramatically.  For example there were 

those who advocated that simply adding imagery or interactive media to an instructional 

experience improves the instructional design.  

SARAH: Our teachers know that some sort of a picture, or interactive or anything that is 

very visual works with students well, that is good teaching, they know that. 

SHAWN: You know I think even just a simple photo, and I talk about that often with 

other faculty members and stuff like that, it is like even a photo that has something to do 

with it opens your mind to the text that is there.  If you open it up and there is a photo or 

some little image it will open up the visual learner’s mind to the text that is there.  It will 

spur them forward; it is like a green light saying go forward. 

Other participants suggested that you should not put imagery with a design unless it has a 

manifest purpose toward the end objectives of the learning. 

CHARLOTTE: Good visual design is not just putting in a picture for the sake of filling in 

white space.  I really hate seeing that.  There is nothing more that bothers me.  Visual 

design really has to work with the content, not against it.  Not just for aesthetic.  The 
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more accommodating that picture or graphic is to the content that is being delivered the 

better.  Even better, we can make a graphic explain the content more precisely.  That is 

the way to go. 

Markus also indicated he felt there was a negative effect of a poorly designed visual 

interface to the potential for learning. 

MARKUS: Because of my experience, personally, when I see things on the screen, I am 

always trying to figure out: ‘OK, what in the world is that there for?’  Or something that 

might distract me, like a really bright border, might take away from the actual content 

with that contrast of colors. . . .  Or the graphics are too big or they are placed in the 

wrong spot.  Where the learner’s eye wants to focus, right in the center of the page, they 

might have this big picture of a sun and then all of the content is over to the right hand 

side or something like that. 

Another potential negative impact of the visual design is its overall impression.  Nancy 

said it was her objective to ensure that the design was not noticed. 

NANCY: I really like the quote—I am just paraphrasing—but it said good design should 

be invisible.  So my invisible design is something that doesn't stand between the student 

and the content.  That makes it easy and seamless to get what you need, to demonstrate 

what you can do and to go on.  You know, just no impediments. 

Some designers put a stronger emphasis on creating an aesthetic that creates a positive 

response in learners.  For example, Charlotte said her organization was putting more emphasis on 

the visual design of their training to combat against negative first impressions. 
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CHARLOTTE: It is so easy, when it comes to e-learning, to quickly judge a module on 

the way it looks on first contact, so the design is what me and a few of my colleagues are 

focusing on, trying to make it look better. 

Shawn expressed that he was “very passionate” about the way his courses look.  He also 

referenced web design outside e-learning as examples of inspiring visual design. 

SHAWN: When you look at Squarespace . . . it is one of the top newer websites that has a 

really cool feel to it and the pictures aren't like just little tiny pictures on the side that you 

can kind of see if you like squint but having the text live next to the picture or inside of 

that image, I think it is cool. 

In spite of efforts designers make to influence the visual design (or possibly because of 

it), Patrick suggested that e-learning in general suffers from a common aesthetic in the industry 

that has lagged behind other online software design standards. 

PATRICK: There was also this weird thing, e-learning conventions don't always match 

with web conventions and e-learning is just kind of its own weird thing.  A lot of times 

the graphic design in e-learning, is like kind of crappy, dated and old and the controls are 

weird and it is just like it is a different thing from web sites. 

While this view was not articulated directly by other participants, there were some 

comments that suggest why this might be the case.  As mentioned in theme two (and as will be 

elaborated on in the next theme), many e-learning designers enter the field with neither 

instructional design nor visual design training.  Additionally, many e-learning designs are 

constrained to the aesthetic provided through a specific software package like Captivate or 

PowerPoint.  Also, even e-learning designers with expertise in instruction are not necessarily 

trained in visual design principles.  A few of the designers expressed a less pronounced concern 
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for the aesthetics of their training designs.  For example, when asked about the value of the 

visual design in her e-learning designs, Penelope described a spectrum of concern for aesthetics 

in her organization. 

PENELOPE: So that is an interesting question and it creates a fair amount of controversy 

within our organization because some people feel very strongly that [our course] has to 

look awesome or a student is not going to engage with it and, kind of, the quality of the 

content being secondary.  And then other people feel like the quality of the content is 

primary because a student won't actually learn anything, no matter how beautiful the 

course is if the content sucks, so therefore making the aesthetics secondary.  I lean toward 

that side, the content side. 

She goes on to add that she felt aesthetics have an impact on the actual learning only to a 

certain extent. 

PENELOPE: I think having nice clean aesthetics help support a course and, yes, having a 

beautiful course makes it more appealing but all kinds of studies show that aesthetics 

don't actually—beyond a certain point, all these extra aesthetics of making it so beautiful 

or flashy or look cute or whatever don't actually engage a higher level of learning. 

Design aesthetics, from some participants’ perception, came secondary to the 

instructional content and when constraints limited time, focus was placed on the instructional 

design.  One area where aesthetics suffered was mentioned in the interview with Nancy.  One 

course she had participated in designing had a somewhat inconsistent aesthetic throughout the 

course.  From Nancy’s perspective, learners often would not notice the difference between the 

various media elements.  She used a previous experience with observing a user study to explain 

her perspective: 
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NANCY: I worked at [a software company] back in the day, and one of the things we did 

was usability studies on our test screens. . . . We were highly aware of the difference 

between how our help looked and how [the competing software company’s] help looked 

and how the other programs’ help looked.  So as we were sitting there behind the mirror 

watching these users who would start out in our program, get into our help, click out of it, 

get somebody else’s help up, you know, so they went out of [our software] and went into 

[the competitor’s software] help for instance, they did not even notice it, even though we 

had different colors and we had different set up, different fonts . . . they didn't even see it 

because that is not what they were looking for.  So, I think while my editor would be 

highly, highly intrigued by the font change . . . most of our students either don't bother to 

register that, because it is not important to them, or they don't care like we do. 

Some argue that aesthetics have minimal impact on an instructional design beyond any 

case where the design interferes with the user even being able to access the content.  They 

suggest instructional design can still be sound and create behavior change while not being as 

aesthetically appealing as some might hope.  The point where lack of attention to those details 

begins to impede the learning is the point at which aesthetics play a role in e-learning design. 

KATRINA: I am just thinking of one piece that I just evaluated, the ubiquitous next 

button on every single slide and three sentences per slide.  I mean, it was like: ‘How 

many times am I going to have to click that dang button?’  It just didn't flow well and it 

was annoying and the interactions were badly arranged on the slides.  The instructional 

design itself or the material on the slides was solid.  So after you get over being annoyed 

at the repetitive bad navigation, if the instructional design is still good, the content on the 

slide are designed to teach, then the navigation can be overcome. 
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The navigation is a visual manifestation of the content’s structure and organization, 

which is the second sub-theme of important e-learning design qualities that emerged from the 

data.  Organizing and structuring of the learning content is an integral part of the process of 

designing e-learning.  We’ll now discuss some of the points raised by participants on this 

subject. 

Content organization and structure.  A significant part of an e-learning design is how 

the material is presented—its organization, navigation and structure.  Nancy indicated it was one 

of her primary responsibilities:  

INTERVIEWER: What are the parts of the e-learning design that you spend the most 

time on?  What are you most concerned about as you are doing your designs? 

NANCY: I would say sequencing; clarity; making sure that everything is very, very 

straight forward, that people do not have to spend their mental energy wondering where 

to go next, what to do next.  Giving them what they need next, when they need it is very 

important. 

Generally speaking, it seemed the consensus among those interviewed was that visual 

organization of the content should be “clean,” or uncluttered, and navigation should be 

consistent.  The primary concern seemed to be avoiding creating a cognitive load that 

preoccupied the learner and interfered with the learning process. 

NANCY: I think a simple navigation is important, again something that doesn't cause 

extra mental load.  Just set it out.  Set it clearly and make sure it is consistent.  Then the 

layout itself needs to be clear, uncluttered and pleasing looking.  It doesn't have to be 

fancy, but it should show a level of professionalism and care so it doesn't just look like 

stuff tossed up on the Internet. 
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It was mentioned that part of the concern for navigation that was consistent, intuitive and 

simple was because learners would be going through the instructional experience without an 

instructor in most cases.  They would need to be able to find what they needed in order to 

complete the learning experience.  For Patrick, good organization follows the practice of good 

writing and serves as the foundation of a solid e-learning design. 

PATRICK: I think it starts with good writing; I think that comes across in e-learning.  

Good organization: There is a clear logical flow to the page or series of pages or 

whatever chunk of content you are working with.  Then, it is always clear to the learner: 

‘Why am I talking about this right now?  Why am I reading this?’  We are making sure 

that they know what the big picture is and then as you go through each point, having 

good transitions—just a lot of basic principles of good, clear writing. 

Most of the participants talked about the structure of content and their role in ensuring it 

would make sense to the learner.  Katrina perhaps added clarity to the issue by comparing 

navigation to a mother doing housework: 

KATRINA: Navigation is one of those things that you want to blend seamlessly into the 

background and to be so wonderfully easy to use that it never occurs to you that 

navigation is even an issue it is kind of like a mom being at home doing housework.  

Nobody sees what she does until she stops doing it.  If a mom at home didn't do the 

dishes, and clean up and cook dinner and make everything run smoothly it is pretty much 

chaos, everything is a mess.  To me navigation falls in that category, it is only an issue if 

it so bad that you can't get over it. 

In the same vein, Penelope summed up the concerns with visual design, content layout, 

and content structure this way: 
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PENELOPE: But up to this point they do matter.  If the course is messy, or cluttered or 

visually too distracting, whatever, it can distract, even take away from the level of 

learning of the student. 

In tandem with attempting to create a structure to the design that does not inhibit 

learning, the designer generally seeks to actively engage learners.  Engagement emerged as 

another subtheme of the characteristics of good e-learning design. 

Engagement.  Engagement addresses similar concerns to those mentioned in the visual 

aesthetics discussion above.  In that section, it was suggested there is sometimes a tendency to 

add interactive material or media to a course to make it more appealing when there might not be 

a good instructional reason to do so. 

KATRINA: A lot of times we put a movie in there of a little talking head of somebody 

blah, blah, blah blah-ing and we don't need it, it breaks up the monotony but it is not 

instructionally sound to add a movie.  Or we add audio narration because it is kind of 

boring to just read slides or read pages of information but there is no instructional reason 

for us to add the audio.  We increase the cost of our instructional materials with no sound 

instructional reason as to why we are doing it and we find ourselves media rich and 

instruction poor. 

There are things that designers use with the intent to engage the learner, but perhaps those 

things are really superfluous.  It might be that they just reduce the opportunity for creating more 

functionally compelling content because they are easy and quick to put into an instructional 

design.  Charlotte also suggested that designers have a responsibility to address the need for 

engagement but to weigh it against the constraints of time and resources and the need to present 

all the learning material. 
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CHARLOTTE: The second thing is more of the engagement factor; how thorough should 

we make it?  Is it worth our development time and development process to focus more 

heavily on interaction or are those resources needed elsewhere?  Every instructional 

designer would say they wish they had more time to devote to their courses, but we often 

need to consider business needs over learning needs. 

She said engagement is more important in e-learning design than traditional instructional 

design because you usually do not have an instructor available in the e-learning environment to 

gauge learning attention and adjust to accommodate flagging students.  But, in spite of its 

importance, usually media or design approaches that increase engagement also increase cost to 

produce. 

PATRICK: I think a lot of those things are what help to make it engaging, which I think 

is another important part.  The more relevant and useful the learners find it, the more 

engaging it will be without having to add a lot of superfluous, silly things that people 

typically think are engaging.  Lots of bells and whistles.  If it is really something 

meaningful, important and interesting to the learners then it will be engaging.  I think a 

lot of that can be done through the design of the activities and the content and such. 

For the e-learning designers who were responsible for online high school courses, 

engagement seemed to be even more of a major driving force.  Sarah indicated that maintaining 

attention in the material was a pain point for their students. 

SARAH: You can't get too long [in text] with these kids, if you lose them they quit.  

Teachers at the online high school talked about designing to keep their students engaged 

much more than did other participants.  One potential reason for this is that they are more able to 

monitor student performance.  They can observe when students are not accessing the content.  
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Their analytics system allowed them to see how long students take to do any particular part of 

the course.  Their solvency as an organization depends on students participating in the course and 

achieving defined objectives, so they have built in processes by which the course 

designer/instructors monitor those engagement metrics.  

Sarah said her organization has encouraged course designers to add video elements and 

slide presentations to their courses to help maintain student attention and engagement.  Shawn 

said that was a big part of his approach to his courses as well. 

SHAWN: I am very passionate about . . . making that video element and making it as 

entertaining as it can be.  But that is me as an art teacher and someone who really is a 

visual learner.  So often I feel with online classes, it is like a textbook.  It is like all text 

and the text is really well written but I remember, in high school, reading a class wouldn't 

necessarily stand out as something I would really get excited about. 

Similarly, Patrick described using video in an internal training course he was working on 

for an enterprise client.  The video perhaps served an engagement purpose, but that was not 

necessarily its primary goal.  It also helps tie the online instructional portion to the in-person 

portion of the training. 

PATRICK: The videos are not just narrated.  It is a live video of one of the coaches that 

they might interact with in other parts of the educational offering.  They explain 

additional principles or other things that are more complicated.  They might do software 

demonstrations.  A lot of the videos are to communicate things that would be difficult to 

communicate with just text and static graphics or things that are maybe kind of a little bit 

deeper.  It is optional; if people want to learn more about a specific topic, sometimes 

those videos will go into more depth with those things. 
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Interactive elements also serve an engagement function.  Some designers inserted quizzes 

or other “check-your-understanding kinds of interactions” as a way to either capture or maintain 

attention and improve learning.  For example, Markus showed one course where they used a quiz 

at the beginning of a course. 

MARKUS: We started it off with a little bit of a quiz; it was just more of getting their 

mind ready for the learning.  It wasn't a graded quiz, just more of a question to get their 

mind going. 

Similarly, in one college level course, Nancy and the course SMEs created a way to 

engage in short interactions in the context of the course to provide “a little feedback, kind of little 

break, a mental break, a little bit of application . . . without breaking the flow of what they were 

doing.”  

NANCY: One of the things that we recently did was a physical science course…. it had a 

text book and quite a lot of lecture material online.  So the problem was: ‘how do you 

keep them engaged?’  Because, if you throw a lot of text at people, especially people who 

are overwhelmed, they tend to check out. . . .  What we figured out with that was that we 

needed some way to keep that interaction in the flow of the context. . . .  [W]e worked 

with the instructors and the programmers to put together a nice HTML widget that even 

non-technical designer people could fill in, so you can come put that code in, put in your 

questions, put in the feedback which could be anything from a little video clip, to text, to 

images.  Just have it right there.  The student goes through.  It is just seamless for them. 

Katrina described a recent instructional experience they created where they had designed 

numerous interactions, but there were places the client felt the content was still “a bit dense,” so 

they ended up including more interactions she described as “cheesy.” 
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KATRINA: Lots more stories, stuff that you can roll over trying to tie it to meaningful 

benefits.  Then we have a bunch of check-your-understanding kinds of interactions.  This 

one is not especially complex so you’re just going through and doing that matching kind 

of exercise. . . .  Then you would submit and get some feedback. . . .  We tried to put in 

an interaction every three to four slides of content, of some sort.  If we were forced to go 

back in and add additional interactions because they felt that the content was a bit dense 

some of them are like this, a little cheesy. 

Patrick and his colleagues also designed one course to act as a simulation of a real-world 

scenario that would allow them to explore the simulated situation. 

PATRICK: The idea is rather than make them sit through all of this information we give 

them an activity, a real world scenario up front and then they access the information they 

need to answer it.  

Overall, the designers reported creating a variety of elements aimed at engaging their 

learners.  Some used video or slide decks of visual material; others created interactive 

experiences meant to test a learner’s knowledge.  Participants cited a need to keep learners 

engaged with the learning experience by building non-textual material into the course.  Several 

participants emphasized the need to create interactive content that was not simply “bells and 

whistles,” but that was inherently tied to an instructional objective.  Most also acknowledged a 

higher cost in time, money or other resources, to create more engaging content.  Thus, weighing 

the value of an interactive instructional experience against the cost to produce it became an 

important responsibility for participants.  



 68 

There is a fuzzy line between designing for engagement and designing to achieve a 

specific instructional objective, which is the fourth (but certainly not least) sub-theme of the 

characteristics of good e-learning design that emerged from the interview data. 

Designing for instructional goals.  The participants tended to agree that an instructional 

design should be aligned with course objectives.  This could be performance objectives or 

learning outcomes.  This seemed to be a fundamental attribute of a good e-learning design, as 

mentioned by all participants in one way or another.  Here are a couple of examples: 

PATRICK: At the very beginning of the project the main concern is what are the 

objectives?  What do the learners need to be able to do after this training?  What are some 

activities that I can come up with to help obtain those skills?  What content do I need to 

put in there so they have the knowledge that they need in order to do those things?  I 

think that is where it starts. 

PENELOPE: Number one—I am concerned with clear objectives, content that aligns 

with those objectives and assessments that align with those objectives, so that the student 

learning outcomes are really very well mapped.  That would be one of my biggest 

concerns. 

For the high school e-learning designers, the goals were aligned with state or national 

educational standards. 

SARAH: Well, I guess the first thing that I do, is I pull up the standards.  Most of our 

classes have Common Core standards.  Electives don't but even if electives don't have 

Common Core ones usually UEN, I can find standards on the UEN website so Utah has 

standards for them.  I start with that, I do this on paper by the way, before I ever get 

online. 
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The focus on objectives had a dual purpose, one was to be able to design toward a 

specific goal, while the other was to be able to know how to evaluate or measure the 

effectiveness of the training.  Certainly, those two purposes are related. 

KATRINA: If it is not about meeting very specific goals, you don't know when you've hit 

it. 

Having objectives was not necessarily enough.  For example, if learning objectives are 

not very useful, the course could still appear to be good because it is helping people reach those 

subpar objectives, while still not providing useful training in practice. 

PENELOPE: The SLO's [student learning objectives] could be really poor so it doesn't 

always imply high quality course but it could imply: ‘yes, the course is working as 

designed because these are the outcomes that were set out for the course.’ 

Part of the instructional e-learning design process for some participants is to 

communicate to client or sponsor the intent of the design.  Brandon, for example, in discussing 

his company’s process of conveying design intent, described the design document he created on 

a recent project, which outlined performance objectives along with the target audience(s).  

BRANDON: The purpose part of the detail design document was fairly standard.  

Executive summary, sort of has a high level view of performance objectives.  Here are 

the target audiences. 

In a similar way, Patrick’s company would create a document outlining findings from a 

high-level analysis that would help clarify the business objectives of the training they were about 

to design. 

For these e-learning designers, all their content and materials had to align to specific 

goals in order to be considered good design.  They built in assessments to measure how well the 
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instruction had met those goals.  In spite of efforts to create these quality instructional 

experiences, multiple constraints emerge to make that a difficult prospect.  Participants reported 

that there are many reasons why an instructional e-learning design might not fulfill its intended 

purpose.  Sometimes, perhaps too frequently, the designers are not even aware or able to find out 

whether or not their training has been effective or otherwise successful.  The following section 

addresses the fourth theme emerging from this analysis—the constraints that impact designer’s 

ability to attempt user experience design. 

Theme Four: Constraints Impact Overall Ability to Attempt UX Design 

As participants discussed their design processes, a few constraints became apparent as 

potential impediments to the ability of e-learning designer being equipped to implement user 

experience design principles or approaches into their work.  Three constraints stood out as most 

important.  These included the potential disconnect between goals of the learner and the goals of 

the learning experience; the time designers have to complete a design; and the technology used 

in the design process. 

Learning goals vs. learner goals.  The first constraint to a connection between user 

experience design within the context of e-learning design is that designing toward learning goals 

creates a potential conflict of interest at times between learner and designer or between learner 

and project owner. 

In UX design, there is an objective to design toward the goals of the user.  The design of 

the interface is meant to help the user achieve their goals as smoothly as possible.  The problem 

arises when the learner’s goals are not necessarily in line with the goals of a course or the goals 

of a particular company.  This is an interesting conundrum within the instructional design field 

and marks a distinct difference between instructional design and typical user experience design.  
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For example, the goal of a high school learner might be to get an ‘A’ in the course.  This could 

conceivably be achieved without any lasting learning taking place if the student is able to 

navigate quizzes through short-term memory cramming, etc.  Similarly, a learner might have the 

goal to just pass the course, while the institution's goal is to give the student a thorough 

understanding of the course material.  The course could be designed with such rigor that the 

learner would learn the material just by following the designed steps.  Because that requires 

work—work that is not justified in the learner’s mind when compared against their personal 

goals for the course—the student might lose steam and stop attending to the course, making it so 

that neither the institution nor the student achieves their goals.  Whereas, if the design was more 

flexible so that the student could attend to some of the material and not give full effort they 

might still pass the course, learning something, even if they did not master the material. 

In a similar fashion, in a corporate setting a company might have to create a training 

course for some legal or institutional reason.  In such cases, learners’ needs are often not a 

priority for some clients:  

BRANDON: Still, foremost in your mind as an instructional designer is going to be the 

learners’ concerns.  I would say that is not always foremost in the mind of the client.  

Sometimes you have to remind the client of that and sometimes you have to stealth it in.  

There are a number of different reasons why people purchase e-learning, sometimes it is 

compliance driven and sometimes it is rushed because it is compliance because they are 

trying to avoid some kind of a fine or some kind of a regulation.  Sometimes the client is 

very up front about the fact that this is not going to be high-quality learning.  They have a 

plan to roll out something that will be high quality but they don't have the time to do that 
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right now because deadline for delivery is one month and they need to show that they are 

doing something. 

Such competing priorities interfere with a designer's ability to put learners first in the 

process.  The company might not have learning as their priorities and so they will not pay for 

what it would take to make the training effective.  They might just need to have it available and 

running to meet regulatory requirements.  If this is the case, the designer can acquiesce or argue 

for more funds/time to do an adequate job, but perhaps the company does not value that.  All 

they value is spending as little as possible to meet minimum requirements. 

Time.  Assuming the above scenario is not typical, there were other constraints reported 

by participants that might also interfere with an e-learning designer’s ability to take a user-

centered approach to their design activities.  One of those constraints is lack of time.  As alluded 

to earlier, designers must juggle cost and the time they spend on various aspects of the design—

aesthetics, content quality, content structure and interactivity.  

SHAWN: I would say the biggest constraint is just time.  It is one of those things 

especially in an online class, where I could spend all, like years developing, and I have 

seen that in the research that I have been doing right now and the literature in regards to 

online classes is just—the amount of time it takes to develop a class is astronomical. 

Time to create a course is one side of the time constraint, but there are also time 

constraints placed on the learner that limits the amount of time they can spend in training.  

Business decisions about time spent training impacts the scope of what an instructional designer 

can implement in order to achieve the desired outcomes.  Markus told of a scenario where their 

training plan had to be reduced because management would not spare employee time for the 

training. 
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MARKUS: Just because of the way the business has changed it came down from 

management that they can't stay off the phone so this is what we came up with as a team: 

shorter training, shorter videos. 

Brandon likewise suggested companies he worked with would sometimes be working 

against a deadline that severely limits the time an e-learning designer has to spend on the project.  

As an example, regarding such companies, he said:  

BRANDON: They have a plan to roll out something that will be high quality but they 

don't have the time to do that right now because deadline for delivery is one month and 

they need to show that they are doing something. 

For Charlotte, the time constraint affected how much time she was able to spend on 

detailed interactions.  She said part of her role was to help project sponsors understand how long 

creating e-learning training can take and to help them decide what the priority should be.  If there 

are more time-intensive development tasks to achieve a specific end, she and the sponsor must 

negotiate to achieve their objectives. 

CHARLOTTE: If they care a lot about it, then they are willing to make some changes to 

the time frame to have those interactions. 

Participants reported that e-learning experiences could often be time consuming to design 

and develop.  An e-learning designer’s responsibility becomes to navigate the limited time and 

communicate to stakeholders what outcomes can be achieved within that constraint. 

Technology.  Technological constraints are related to systemic constraints in that they 

are often specific to a context, but within that context, they add on additional constraints.  For 

example, learning management systems (LMS) and tools like Adobe Captivate serve to reduce 

time on some areas of that design process so more attention can be paid to the other areas.  (Or 
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those other areas can be done more quickly so there is more time to pursue additional projects.)  

However, software functionality at times limits the ability of a designer to execute his or her 

vision.  Limitations within the company LMS, for example, prevent Charlotte from designing her 

assessments in a way that allows her more instructional nuance: 

CHARLOTTE: Well our LMS doesn't, at least not quite yet, look at the specifics about 

how someone answered a question.  It can identify the question as answered correctly or 

incorrectly but it can't identify the scale of how incorrect it is.  I am a little bit inhibited 

by that. 

She also felt limited by functionality in one tool that was meant to speed up the design 

process. 

INTERVIEWER: So if I understand you have got widgets that are made for a specific 

purpose and more often than not their specific purpose does not match exactly what you 

need so in order to use them you would either have to minimize what your actual goal or 

vision was or you would have to tweak it and that makes it more difficult. 

CHARLOTTE: That is exactly what it is.  I usually have to adjust my vision for the 

training to fit the needs of the widget or their last of modifications that I might want to 

connect with. 

Similarly, Nancy explained how the LMS they used for a while limited their students’ 

ability to interact the course in a way that matched their needs. 

NANCY: They couldn't save their answers. . . .  You could take it once; you had to take it 

all the way through.  That was it.  Well now, happily, we have got a much better LMS so, 

yeah, they have the capability to get part way through; save it; go answer the phone or 

whatever they need to do; come back to it. 
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Nancy feels that the software impedes her design vision “fairly often.”  She frequently 

has a vision of instructing in a specific way that exceeds the abilities of her system.  This 

potentially causes wasted time as the designer wrestles with a vision, trying to force it into a 

reluctant receptacle, like a square peg in a round hole, or to abandon the vision altogether. 

Katrina also had problems with a client requiring them to use a specific release of a 

particular tool, which greatly limited the type of interactions they were able to create and also 

increased the amount of time they spent creating the training. 

KATRINA: That was asked for by the client and the version of Captivate is still 

constrained to Captivate 6.  On the project I am working on now, which I find an abysmal 

abuse of WBT.  Considering what Captivate can do now, the fact that we are constrained 

by the client to use such an old version of Captivate I just find criminal.  They want lots 

of interaction, they want lots of things a newer version of Captivate is easily capable of 

but they don't want to pay to upgrade the system that they currently deliver on and so 

they end up paying more to vendors like us to build material in ancient software.  I mean 

it is crazy.  Sorry, little soapbox, you can tell I am annoyed. 

That is not to say that the tools available do not help with the creation of e-learning 

experiences.  In spite of limitations, many designers—even those who were frustrated by some 

aspects of the tools—still found great value in the tools.  Each tool has strengths and weaknesses.  

Sarah and Shawn both praised their LMS in spite of limitations. 

SARAH: I love the benefits of using an LMS. . . .  I have worked in several LMS's and I 

definitely feel that the one I am working in now . . . is better than what I have seen it 

before.  I don't feel like it impedes.  I feel that for online it enhances it.  
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Sometimes, the more powerful a tool is, the more difficult it becomes to master.  Not 

knowing the full capabilities of a tool can impact time to produce something using that tool. 

CHARLOTTE: The thing I love about [Captivate] is you can do just about anything if 

you know enough about the standard actions and the more complex actions.  Those are 

great.  The difficulty with that is you need to know it well enough that you don't need to 

worry about using a guide online. . . .  [I]t requires a lot of learning on my end in order to 

make that done and done well. . . .  That would be kind of a love hate thing with 

Captivate. 

A final technological constraint experienced by some participants was that sometimes the 

medium of delivery in e-learning does not match the content of the course.  An extreme case was 

with the online high school team attempting to have a synchronous online choir course. 

SARAH: We tried choir a couple of years ago with someone who did a virtual choir.  It 

didn't work very well.  Not everyone has a robust Internet connection to be able to do 

that.  That was our hold up with that. 

Summary 

Based on the analysis of the interviews conducted for this study, there were four major 

themes reflecting e-learning designers’ understanding of UX design and its actual and potential 

impact on the designers’ professional practice.  To wit: 

 Lack of awareness of UX 

 E-learning designer’s role spans range of perceived responsibilities 

 Beliefs about characteristics of good e-learning design cover a broad spectrum 

 Constraints impact overall ability to attempt UX design 
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In this section we have primarily considered the data directly from the interviews with 

participants.  The next chapter will discuss some of the implications of these findings in context 

of the current literature of the field. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to better illuminate the extent to which e-learning 

designers are aware of UX principles and practices.  The objective of the final chapter of this 

dissertation is to contextualize those findings within the body of research.  To do so, this section 

will first discuss the findings of this study in relation to the questions of interest enumerated 

earlier in this document.  As part of this discussion, I will also, where appropriate, relate the 

findings to extant research and literature in the field.  I will also present a few observations made 

in the course of this research that do not bear specifically upon the research questions, but may 

be of interest to the field of e-learning design in general.  Lastly, this section will discuss 

limitations of this study and offer summary remarks.   

Reflection on Themes 

Lack of awareness of UX. The primary question of interest for this study was: What user 

experience design techniques, skills or heuristics are practicing designers of e-learning aware 

of?  The short answer is that the study participants generally were largely unfamiliar with the 

seminal UX works presented in the interview.  Participants were aware of some of the UX 

terminology discussed in the interviews, but UX did not appear to be an area of independent 

study by most participants.  When the findings were presented to participants, many responded 

they felt the findings accurately represented the state of the field in general.  Brandon specifically 

responded to this first theme—the general lack of awareness of user experience design as a 

formal discipline—suggesting participants might not have been familiar with some of the 

thought leaders and seminal works of UX, but he said that might not represent how much they 

truly understand about UX. 
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BRANDON: I would interpret that to mean that they may not be in tune with current 

thinking in that field or that they call it something different.  This may mean that their 

understanding and approach may diverge (perhaps a good thing), they may be reinventing 

the wheel (mostly a bad thing) and they are likely developing an alternative vocabulary 

(mostly a bad thing). 

I believe Brandon’s observation aligns with the impetus for this research project, namely 

that e-learning designers tackle similar design problems to UX designers, but might not have the 

same tool set to work from.  There indeed was a concern expressed by participants for the needs 

of learners—the users of their designs.  This discussion section will attempt to address some of 

the parallels in the field as well as some discrepancies. 

Of note, Brandon’s suggestion that e-learning designers could be formulating an 

alternative vocabulary for UX design ideas unique to the e-learning design field relates to the 

concept of design languages (Gibbons & Brewer, 2005).  Large differences (or even minor 

discrepancies) in connotations can potentially confuse and confound the design process.  Many 

participants of this study reported working with larger teams of instructional developers, 

programmers, and visual designers.  Individuals in these complementary roles were not consulted 

for this research, but it is possible these individuals, potentially from backgrounds that might be 

more closely connected to UX design, could be more familiar with the language of UX design.  

Having a common design language could help close any potential gaps between these various 

collaborators.  It could help instructional designers communicate better with design and 

development team members and produce stronger work.  

Additionally, this research demonstrated a very diverse and meandering path by which 

participants entered the field of e-learning design.  This will be discussed more in a moment, but 
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it would be interesting to understand more fully if the various collaborators on e-learning design 

projects (e.g., graphic designers and developers) have similarly diverse backgrounds or if they 

come from a relatively mature and established field of education and practice.  UX design could 

potentially provide a source of design practice and terminology that could help e-learning 

designers converse and collaborate with a broader set of design discipline practitioners. 

Usability studies.  Usability studies were the most familiar subdiscipline to participants, 

which is in line with the literature reviewed for this study.  Formal usability studies are a staple 

of the ideal UX design process by which members of the intended audience of a designed 

product or experience are observed and asked to think aloud while using the product or 

experience.  By observing this interaction with members of the representative audience, 

designers and developers can see issues they had not considered previously (Krug, 2009).  There 

were many usability studies reported on and discussed in the e-learning literature as well as work 

by others to create guidelines in the process of evaluating the usability of e-learning applications 

(Ardito, Costabile et al., 2004; Ardito et al., 2005; Ardito, De Marsico et al., 2004; Giannakos, 

2010).  The literature was not clear on how much practicing e-learning designers used usability 

studies in their work (as opposed to academics performing and reporting on usability studies).  

This study suggests at least that e-learning designers are familiar with the practice.  However, the 

frequency of implementing usability studies in e-learning design processes was relatively low 

among participants.  From the interviews, it appeared that none of the participants had directly 

performed a usability study themselves for e-learning work nor had they been trained on how to 

effectively conduct a usability study.  The use of formal usability studies or user testing appeared 

to not be fundamental to most participants’ approach to e-learning design.  
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In the working circumstances of many of the participants of this study, there is a layer of 

customer service or other intermediary in between designer and student, so the designer seldom 

gets feedback directly from students about the course or training.  Penelope indicated that much 

of the feedback they receive is in regards to a specific error—like a test question being keyed 

wrong or a content error—rather than anything more fundamental with the design approach or 

interface.  Others indicated receiving feedback from the subject matter expert or another client 

liaison.  This feedback was also often about content rather than interface-level concerns.  

With e-learning designers not directly observing the outcome of their work, systemic 

problems were less likely to be recognized or discovered.  Assessments were sometimes used as 

an outcome indicating the success of a design—that is, if students are able generally to score 

well on the tests and assignments, then the course is assumed to be designed well—but, this form 

of evaluation potentially misses issues associated with speed, efficiency, and engagement.  

Without observation of learners using an e-learning application, it seems unlikely for 

opportunities for innovation to emerge.  With no one watching for pain points, solutions to those 

pain points will not follow. 

Time and cost constraints were suggested by participants as valid reasons for omitting 

usability studies as a form of evaluation for their design processes.  This is likely something 

participants had little influence over.  Indeed, evaluation researchers have indicated that, “few 

sponsors of instructional design are willing to pay for summative product or performance 

evaluations” (Williams, South, Yanchar, Wilson, & Allen, 2011, p. 900).  This argument also 

appeared to be something the participants of the current study implicitly agreed with.  As noted 

above, Katrina said she was able to get adequate feedback through ad hoc testing by showing 

parts of her designs to friends, family or colleagues to see if the design worked or made sense to 
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them.  Similarly, Nancy indicated she would sometimes solicit the feedback of student workers 

on interactive experiences she had created or commissioned for the courses she was designing.  

As Morville and Rosenfeld (2007) suggest, “Even running an informal usability test on your 

mom is better than nothing” (p. 271).  Performing some sort of test of the usability of a learning 

design is preferable to none, but it is likely not optimal.  Krug (2005) suggested, making a 

website usable is often just common sense, but he points out that, “like a lot of common sense, 

though, it’s not necessarily obvious until after someone’s pointed it out to you” (p. 5).  Usability 

studies aim to help designers see the usability issues that they did not notice in their design 

process.  Buley (2013) similarly suggests that, “falling in love with your own ideas is an ever-

present risk in design” (p. 209) and that taking steps to assess how well a design works can help 

a product “evolve, simplify, and improve” (p. 209).  Like Morville and Rosenfeld, both Buley 

and Krug advocate for a formal usability study with members selected from the intended 

audience of the product or site if resources allow it, but each also indicated that something was 

better than nothing.  The participants in this study also seemed to value usability evaluation with 

actual users, but also seemed resigned to the lack of resources to make it happen.  

On the other hand, as leaders on design projects, e-learning designers are potentially in a 

position to advocate for additional resources to be spent on evaluation.  Understanding usability 

research could help designers make plans for less costly or more efficient usability studies that 

can help improve their designs.  Evaluation has long been a key part of the instructional systems 

design (ISD) process (Hannum, 2005) and evaluation has ostensibly been taught as part of 

instructional design curricula generally.  Usability studies meet the definition of evaluation set 

forth by Stufflebeam (2001): “A study designed and conducted to assist some audience to assess 

an object’s merit and worth” (p. 5).  They are especially relevant to e-learning designers because 
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of their focus on the observation of people using an electronic interface.  Williams et al. (2011) 

also argued that improved training of designers in evaluation methods and skills would help 

“improve all the designs and tasks those evaluations could enhance” (p. 900).  With more formal 

training, e-learning designers would be in a better position to advocate for and promote 

additional usability evaluation to improve their e-learning designs. 

Visual design.  Visual design was another area participants understood and could 

explain, although not necessarily in a UX context per se.  Visual design is a key aspect of a 

user’s experience with a product.  A visual design can elicit both an affective and a cognitive 

response and can impact a user’s trust of a system (Fogg, 2003).  Visual design was discussed as 

part of theme three: Beliefs about characteristics of good e-learning design cover a broad 

spectrum.  It was interesting to note that a few participants, although they accepted ownership of 

the visual design as part of their process, did not necessarily assume the responsibility for actual 

execution of the visual design.  In fact a few did not want to have to worry about producing the 

visual design of their e-learning experience at all.  For example, as noted above, Brandon 

advocated for a separation of responsibilities between visual designers and e-learning 

instructional designers.  Additionally, Penelope suggested she had “probably more influence than 

I care to have, honestly,” over the visual design.  On the other hand, many of the designers 

interviewed for this study were responsible for both the instructional design as well as the visual 

design—by choice or assignment.  Since all participants also seemed to have a sense of 

ownership of or leadership responsibility for the design, it seems warranted that e-learning 

designers should be at least conversant in visual design principles to ensure any visual or 

aesthetic decisions would not detract from the designed learning experience.  
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This observation is in line with findings from Miller (2011) who studied the impact 

aesthetic design elements had on an e-assessment environment.  Findings from that study 

suggested aesthetic elements had the “potential to enhance the nature of the learner experience, 

both in satisfaction and performance” (p. 333).  More than just a visual design concern, Parrish 

(2009) suggests attention to an aesthetic experience aims at a holistic experience.  “[A]esthetic 

principles can guide instructional design in all of its many levels and layers” (p. 525).  Miller 

laments that “instructional designers and developers of distance education have largely 

overlooked aesthetics and the emotional influence of design” (p. 333).  This same perception was 

reflected by Patrick and Katrina regarding their experience with e-learning design and e-learning 

designers.  Consider Patrick’s assertion mentioned previously: 

PATRICK: A lot of times the graphic design in e-learning, is kind of crappy, dated and 

old and the controls are weird.   

A UX approach to design might help improve and overcome this perception.  UX design 

embraces aesthetic considerations, but also steps beyond to ask if aesthetic and functional 

considerations fit within the context of the rest of the product or experience (Garrett, 2011).  

Decision makers in e-learning design settings could help bring visual design concerns to the table 

early in the design process, making visual and aesthetic design decisions a priority throughout 

the creative e-learning design exercise, rather than an add-on once the instructional design has 

been completed. 

There is, however, one additional aspect to this situation that this study suggests might be 

at play.  As alluded to previously, there were many references by participants to the lack of 

training of instructional designers in the field.  Some participants certainly reported having had 

visual design training and some participants also spoke of their concern for and understanding of 
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What is your level of training regarding the aesthetics and visual attributes of an e-

learning design? 

What is your understanding of each of the following terms with regard to design? What 

does each mean to you?: symmetry, perspective, typography, shape, contrast, color theory, 

gestalt theory, texture, and value  

To what extent are the intended audience of the e-learning product included in the design 

and development cycle for the e-learning products you do or have worked on? 

What process do you use to gather audience feedback prior to design? 

To what extent do you seek audience feedback on the developed product? 

Can you share an example of a project or product you worked on in which you gathered 

feedback from intended users? What happened? 

Interview two 

The objective of the second interview is to delve more deeply into the participant’s 

design tools and techniques in context with an existing design they have worked on. At this stage 

it will be OK to discuss UX tools and ideas explicitly by name. Initial questions will center 

around the specific artifact and may return to questions previously asked during interview one. If 

participant is not familiar with UX terms or tools, interviewer will provide definitions and 

explanations at this stage as well.  

Additional questions being considered during this interview include: 

How often do you seek guidance from sources of user experience design practices? 

What circumstances prompt your use of user experience design? 

Why might you not use user experience design practices? 
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To what extent did the e-learning designer’s formal training include references to user 

experience design practices?  

What sources of formal UX training have you experienced?  

To what extent does that training impact your daily work? 

To what extent has the e-learning designer’s informal or on-the-job training included 

reference to user experience design concepts or practices? 

What sources of informal UX training have you experienced, perhaps on the job or 

through networking? 

To what extent does that training impact your daily work? 

Have you read or been exposed to ideas from any of the following books? 

● About Face 3, by Cooper, Cronin, & Rainen 

● Don’t Make Me Think or 

● Rocket Surgery Made Easy by Steve Krug 

● Designing with the Mind in Mind by Jeff Johnson 

● The Design of Everyday Things by Donald Norman 

● The Elements of User Experience by Jesse James Garrett 

● Information Architecture for the World Wide Web by Morville and Rosenfeld 

● Observing the User Experience by Mike Kuniavsky 

Are there any other books that you would consider to be instructive of or otherwise 

discuss UX design that you have read that you feel were influential of your design process? 

How familiar are you with Jakob Neilsen’s Usability Heuristics? 

What is your understanding of what an information architecture is? 

How do you design an information architecture?  
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APPENDIX B: AUDIT TRAIL 

Memos 

1 There is a spectrum of skill across the varying iterations of the elearning designer. Three distinct categories 
seem to be represented here: Professionally trained teachers who have begun to teach online, Designers who 
have an advanced degree in instructional design or similar, and Professional designers who have entered the 
field without formal training in instructional design. 

It is interesting to note that all of the people I have interviewed, their first career choice was not instructional 
design. Even those with an advanced degree in ID or similar have entered the field in a somewhat round-
about way. There is no standard path to instructional design -- no undergraduate degree in ID, much less a 
degree program in elearning design. But, perhaps there are programs that are beginning to teach about 
designing for an online learning experience in education programs. 

Anecdotally, a few interviewers mentioned that a lot of their colleagues don't have formal training in 
instructional design. Many people are promoted or transferred within the organization to become 
instructional designers. That was the path of at least one of the interviewees. 

2 Concepts of what qualifies as a good design range dramatically. There were those who advocate that just 
adding imagery improves the design. Others suggest that you should not put imagery with a design unless it 
has a manifest purpose toward the end objectives of the learning. 

Of interest, I think is the idea that design aesthetics, navigation, and more of the traditional information 
architecture approach to design are deemed valuable only up to a certain point -- the point where lack of 
attention to those details begins to impede the learning. 

3 User research in a discovery capacity was almost universally neglected and almost as universally lamented 
in the interviews. People seemed very attuned to at least a perceived value of engaging in analysis to 
understand the learner, but due to constraints they did not happen. Some of the constraints were systemic in 
nature, but at the same time one participant seemed to believe some systemic constraints were more-or-less 
laziness on the part of the designer. 

But there are acknowledged limitations -- a company will only pay you for so much of your time, the client 
will only pay so much for the service provided, at some point the designer has to call it complete. 

Knowing what corners to cut might be the key to a high-quality designer. 
4 If elearning design is just a subset of instructional design, is there something bigger going on with elearning 

outside of what traditional instructional design entails? Does it require a more focussed approach to training 
for designing in that medium, that context? One individual said there's an element of elearning to virtually 
every training he designs now. 

5 A design often undergoes multiple minor -- or even major shifts -- as designers negotiate with various 
stakeholders, including client, colleagues, and supervisors. This raises the question for me: What is design? 
Is it the proposal of solution and then the negotiation of a final solution as a variant of that? Is an an ideal 
designer one who is able to best articulate their proposed solution, advocate for it, and result in fewest 
changes? Or is an ideal designer one who helps provide strategic guidance and a depth of understanding of 
theoretical application of learning that allows for a team to work together to create a better solution? 

6 Sometimes the training we participate in creating is relatively minor. It has little complexity to it. Designer 
can safely assume that most users will respond similarly to a training devised in typical fashion. The 
difference in behavior change between custom solution and cookie-cutter solution is negligible, so selecting 
a pre-baked solution is better than attempting much of the user experience design process. 

7 Regarding navigation, there are a couple of distinct perceptions of it I think. In some cases, designers are not 
too concerned with navigation; it becomes a minor issue in their design process because they are creating 
guided processes where the navigation is a fairly straightforward Next/Back interaction. [311] Other training 
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is more complex, less guided and requires more attention from the designers to allow it make sense. In the 
case of the continuing education courses, the content is much more deeply structured, which requires a more 
stringent and attentive design process to ensure navigation makes sense and guides learners as they go 
through the process.[626][77] 

8 J. takes a goal-oriented approach, similar to that espoused by Cooper, et al. But the difference is she is 
working with a SME who's goals are not necessarily in line with learner's goals. This is an interesting 
conundrum within the instructional design field and I think marks a distinct difference between instructional 
design and typical user experience design, which is that the goals of the instructor or institution might not 
align with the goals of the "learner.” For example, the goal of a learner might be to get an 'A' in the course. 
This could conceivably be achieved without actual learning taking place if the student is able to navigate 
quizzes through short-term memory cramming, etc. Similarly, a learner might have the goal to just pass the 
course, while the institution's goal is to give the student a thorough understanding of the course material. 
The course could be designed with such rigor that the learner would learn the material just by following the 
designed steps. But, because that requires work, the student might lose steam and stop attending to the 
course, making it so that neither the institution nor the student achieves their goals. Whereas if the design 
was more flexible so that the student could attend to some of the material and not give full effort they might 
still pass the course. 

9 Content creation is one area where the work of elearning designers bleeds into other areas. Traditionally, the 
instructional designer receives content from a subject matter expert, but there are myriad roles now for the 
designer and one thing some of them find themselves doing is generating content. 

10 [31] SMEs come in with a specific tactical request -- for example, they'd like a video to play at a certain 
point in the course. The instructional designer attempts to drill down to the pedagogical need of the situation 
to help them reevaluate how the tactic would or would not help the instructional objective. Their know-how 
should give them sound ability to select a tactic that aligns better with an overall instructional strategy. This 
pre-supposes that the instructional strategy aligns with the user and enhances their learning experience. 

11 [442] Re-use existing concepts. The designers would rely on their experience to come up with a solution that 
fit the scenario. 

I suspect this is often a cost choice, where experimenting with an unknown approach would be much more 
costly with arguably less certain results. Going with trusted methods is like a crutch -- essential if the 
situation requires it, disingenuous and further debilitating if not strictly required. The problem is whether the 
trusted methods really are as valuable as a crutch. Can the client stomach a better way. Or can the vendor 
manage to eat some of the cost to create truly remarkable work? Does a UX design result in better designs 
than other processes? Is the ideal process already described? 

12 Different companies structure their businesses differently with regard to how they accommodate the design 
process. Some have a single designer tackle instructional design, visual design, and development. Others 
provide specialized employees for some or all areas. The overlap of who is responsible for which part varies 
between organizations. 

13 In many cases it would appear that instructional designers team up with media developers and/or visual 
designers to accomplish an overall instructional design for elearning. The primary concern of ID is for 
content organization and structure, that the content aligns to objectives and that the instructional strategy is 
sound, while visual designers are most concerned with aesthetics and developers with the interactions. When 
this collaboration happens, the ID seems to be the duck in charge of the overall strategy. With that in mind, 
they have tacit or even explicit ownership of the final product and should be attuned to user experience 
concerns in addition to their learner experience concerns. 

A couple concerns arise with this. First that UX and learning design might actually be at odds with each 
other, in some cases. UX is concerned with making the experience require little thought, while some 
instructional designs might employ a strategy that undermines that fundamental principle of UX. 

Second, it appears that most instructional designers are not equipped to talk about the issues associated with 
user experience design. 
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Also, much of instructional design lives within the context of existing electronic platforms -- LMS, 
Captivate, etc. -- limiting their ability to address some UX issues in many cases. 

14 In some contexts, elearning designers are taught to follow a process or model such as ADDIE. In some 
cases, I think it has been argued that the design part of the model is actually unspecified. But a few designers 
expressed that they enjoyed not being required to follow a specific model or process. [362][367] One 
participant suggested that by following a model you in some ways renege on your responsibility as a 
designer and become a "technician" instead. [512] 

15 Concept of a really measurable course -- do most designers focus on that at the design stage? How can we 
not only present the material, but present it in a way by which we can measure success of the course -- not 
only in terms of learning, but in overall quality as well. 
 
Is there a difference between the overall quality of the course and the assessment of learning? 

16 Teachers at the online high-school talked about designing to keep students engaged much more than other 
participants. Is this because they are more able to monitor student performance? That students not engaging 
with the class become a detriment to the company in general? Many of the other designers seem more 
concerned with what is the acceptable notion in the industry or in their own mind, rather than actually being 
able to see how the learner is reacting to their training. 

17 In certain design scenarios, the designer can assume long-term engagement between the course materials and 
the student and, in some circumstances, the ability for student teacher interaction of some kind. This creates 
a dynamic of a different design approach, especially in the case where the designer is also the course 
instructor. 

18 Some argue that aesthetics have minimal impact on an instructional design beyond any case where the 
design interferes with the user even being able to access the content. That the instructional design can still be 
sound and create behavior change while not being as aesthetically appealing as some might hope. 

19 There's also a time dimension to the design that requires designers to juggle cost and time to spend on 
various aspects of the design -- aesthetics, content quality, content structure. [638-639] LMSes and tools like 
captivate serve to reduce time on some areas of that design process so more attention can be paid to the other 
areas. (Or those other areas can be done more quickly so there is more time to pursue additional projects.) 
 
But, is a dichotomy necessary between content and aesthetics? Can there be a "good enough" is aesthetics? 

20 The tendency is to lean on our own expert status. We feel empowered to make recommendations based on 
our training, our experience in designing and propose solutions based on that information, rather than on an 
analysis of the learner and the situation that training has been requested for. By focusing on past experience, 
we get expediency, but not necessarily the right or best solution to the problem at hand. [465] 
 
Training needs might stem from organizational issues that need to be addressed that training will never 
change. Do instructional designers and their employers profit from the negligence of their customers? Is 
there a more ethical or appropriate way to work with companies to help them help themselves and find the 
right solution? Does following a process or theory described in the academic literature preclude a design 
team from acknowledging deeper organizational or structural or strategic issues? 
 
It's been argued that following processes like ADDIE are too time consuming or restrictive, especially at the 
pace of modern business and technological advancements. But, perhaps if we more fully embraced the 
analysis phase, but were able to do it in a more agile way, there might be value in the process still. 

21 An instructional designer has to be able to work within a large amount of data and formulate a delivery 
solution for myriad data types and massive amounts of information -- often outside their area of expertise. 
What areas of UX design could help them cope with this sort of data? Information Architecture seems a 
good fit. [18] 

22 Do we get hung up on words like "media" or "aesthetics" or "design"? Are we talking around each other? 
This is just a half-thought. Maybe there are semantic issues within the field, including roles and what is 
expected. What are deliverables called and what do they look like? [Inspired by 174] 
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23 Competing priorities interfere with designer's ability to put learner first in the process. The company might 
not have learning as their priorities and so they won't pay for what it would take to make the training 
effective. They might just need to have it available and running to meet regulatory requirements. If this is 
the case, the designer can acquiesce or argue for more funds/time to do an adequate job, but perhaps the 
company doesn't value that. All they value is spending as little as possible to meet minimum qualifications. 
 
Conversely some might not want to spend because they can't picture the ROI on spending more on training, 
but if design team/company can articulate those benefits, the project can focus more on learner. 

24 Interestingly, it seems that she more frequently runs into problems that require a tactical solution. It could be 
that she feels a measure of confidence in her ability to tackle the broader navigational, structural problems of 
a course rather than perhaps specific learning interactions on a very narrow learning objective. 
 
Is there a disparity between how one tackles learning problems from a big-swipe strategic perspective as 
opposed to a narrow individual learning experience perspective? [59] 

25 The ordering of content seems to be relevant to successful learning to take place. But, it seems like most of 
the participants in this study were not able to evaluate how well their designs were succeeding. Are they 
relying on the established structure provided by the SME and not really worrying about follow-up evaluation 
to see that it is working as desired? 

26 In the case of online academic courses, as opposed to performance change experience in business, the SME 
was an instructor. They might or might not have training in teaching, but they have a curriculum and a sense 
of what they would like to have students do. They provide guidance to ID, but instructional designer in this 
context would theoretically have some training background that would allow her to guide the design of the 
instruction for maximum learning opportunities. But how can this be done without a strong understanding of 
the audience? Are too many assumptions made in the process of designing a course? And what is the 
difference in outcome based on which approach is taken? If there is no monitoring of learning by the 
designer, does the designer lose ability to make sound design decisions? Is there an exponential factor of 
learning gain that is being missed by not evaluating the learner or is the difference negligible? Is the cost 
savings of not spending the time on evaluation sufficient? 

27 There is an impression that assessments, regardless of whether they don't count toward a grade, induce 
anxiety and concern on part of the student. But, how does an instructional designer learn this? Is it assumed? 
Is it from their own experience? Would this still be the case if they were able to watch students use the 
course in the context of an actual class? 

28 There is a possibility that evaluation and analysis and other aspects of a design process that are time 
consuming, but are also perceived as providing benefit, have to be instituted at the organizational level in 
order to stick. There has to be someone higher up in the higherarchy saying: "this is how we do things here" 
in order for some of these higher-level activities to be embraced. [438,439] 

29 There seems to be a commonality across the variety of situations these designers found themselves in that 
they had to convince someone -- bosses, parents, traditional instructors -- of the value of e-learning, how 
best to implement it, why to embrace it. Online learning is still viewed with skepticism by some. Others 
seem to be clinging to outdated ideas of what e-learning consists of or what it should consist of. An e-
learning designer should be able to articulate theoretical reasons for implementing a specific design. [170, 
585, 530, 744-747] 

30 Instructional designer has to understand a great deal of information and be able to represent it correctly as 
well as generate the material that will help others learn the same content. If we expect to create a training 
that would take others a week to learn, we should expect at bare minimum a week worth of effort just for the 
designer to understand the material and then another generous amount of time to prepare material that will 
help others understand it. 

31 [bSN17] Students/learners using software often run into problems. Problems that could potentially be solved 
at the software level, but because of the expense or time associated with fixing it, the powers will elect to 
increase instructor interaction or tutorials or instructions to help mitigate the issues. UX tends to say, fix it in 
the software so it never rears its head again as a problem. There is always a balance of how feasible that is. 
But, often the approach taken is taken merely because it is the one perhaps most obvious as a possible 
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solution. 
32 [bSN28] The design for an online course for school seems more complex and has to cater to more broadly 

diverse audiences in terms of overall skill level compared to a training that might be produced for a skilled 
adult workforce. 

33 Teachers in the online school generally were unfamiliar with the terms of UX. 
34 Even if the instructional strategy is sound, there might be implementation issues – the interface-level 

interactions could be flawed or confusing. The ID might not necessarily notice it if the team explains the 
implementation. [bPK30] 

35 There is a certain level of truth to the idea that there is a sense of comparison between designs -- ID might 
look clunky next to expensive designs done for high-end clients, but they might be worlds above what came 
before them, so by comparison a clunky design might knock it out of the park. [bKA45] 

36 Suggests visual designers often go with the first idea that comes to mind as they design -- a stereotype. 
Stereotypes become a form of language. Do we have instructional stereotypes? Do certain instructional 
designs become implicit and the first approach chosen because of familiarity? And, if so, does that mean 
there are similar negative consequences of using stereotypical representations of instructional design in any 
or most circumstances? [bPE9] 

37 Online provides efficiency in courses through allowing people to go at their appropriate pace -- it has the 
potential to be self-contained, self-explanatory compared to the classroom, where a lot of instructor time 
might be spent explaining an assignment and answering questions, when most of those questions could be 
answered in the online assignment description. [bPE43] 

 

Categorized meaning units.The following table contains my sorted notes from the 

analysis process withassociated transcript text from participant. The first column represents the 

reference point in the full transcript. For the first interview transcripts, the notes were given a 

number, which was associated in a second table to the page number and paragraph of the 

relevant interview. The table key to that association follows this table. For the second interview, 

each note has the interview and paragraph number built into the code in the first column. For 

example, the number code bBN33 represents Brandon’s second interview and the 33rd row in 

the interview transcript document. Category divisions are represented by bold and italicized text. 

Subcategories are represented by italicized text. To the right of each number or code in the first 

column are one or two rows of text. The first row is my note regarding the transcript portion of 

interest. The second row is the relevant transcript text. If there is only a single row associated 

with a code, it is the transcript text without commentary by me. 
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 Category: Evaluation 
 Subcategory: Designer evaluating course without reference to user/learner 
36 An instructional designer would evaluate an interaction or widget designed to meet a specific purpose by 

placing it in the context of the course and then determining if it is meeting the stated objectives. 
 then taking that back in, putting it into the course and then taking a look at, saying ok, did that look right. 

Is that accomplishing what we think it is going to accomplish. 
37 The first evaluation (and sometimes the only evaluation) is as the expert: Does it meet her vision? Is it 

better. "Can it do what I think it should do?" 
 My opinion first, is this actually what I envisioned or is it better. How did it work out, can it do what I 

think it should do. 
627 Way to judge whether her designs are progressing appropriately. 
 Standards document for judging design in progress. 
 So there are probably a couple of ways that we measure ourselves in terms of appropriateness or 

relevance or whatever, one would be in the course proposal process and then we have a standards 
document, against which we can measure am I aligning with our internal and external standards. 

bBN33 Content and development happen at storyboard stage and ID doesn't get involved until time to review and 
then will provide feedback. He is watching for consistency, and appropriate use of media. 

 This next stage is the storyboard stage and it is the sort of things I don't spend a lot of my time on, it is 
basically the developer, I am sorry it is the content developer building this out with assistance from the 
media developer. I review it once they have put it together but that was it. There were a number of places 
where he had put things in one kind of media element and I asked him to switch it to another one making 
sure it is appropriate and fits and making sure things are consistent. Very often they will use something 
that will fit the situation but doesn't necessarily provide consistency throughout the course. I will go 
through and review it make sure well this one is not bad for that situation but we also have this other one 
which is just as good and probably one that I asks for but just as good for this situation and would 
provide consistency. That doesn't happen very often, it is very irregular because they are very good at 
their jobs. It happens. 

bBN36 Also reviewing for accuracy in assessments. 
 The little knowledge checks you are showing the correct feedback and the incorrect feedback and all that 

stuff, which is the correct answer and all of that. It is very important that the feedback makes sense on; 
very often you basically give the same feedback for both cases. One of them starts off Correct! Because 
blah, blah, blah because the state governor blah, blah, blah and then that is incorrect because the state 
governor blah, blah, blah. It is the same exact thing just slightly different. 

 No strong way to measure if design is on track. 
628 She has some "soft ways" to measure whether or not her design is on the right track, but not a "good 

strong way.” 
 I don't think we have, I think we have a lot of soft ways of measuring that, I don't think we have a good 

strong way of measuring that. 
 Evaluation by team members 
38 After initial evaluation by the designer, the product is tested by a QA team. The QA team might or might 

not take the student perspective, but their primary goal is to make sure things work and there are no 
errors. 

 After that we do have a quality assurance team so once we get finished with something we actually throw 
it over to them and they take a look at it. 

39 A fresh eye from QA allows them to see application from a different perspective. 
 They have not been involved with the development of it so they are kind of coming in cold. 
40 The QA team receives no training on the course, but is always steeped in the LMS, so they are at least 

familiar with the general situational context of the course. But, without a background in the course, per 
se, they are able to watch for lack of intuitiveness in how the course functions. 

 They don't know, necessarily, what it is supposed to do and then they get feedback. 
42 Students work in close proximity and can act as user testers. Although they are not enrolled students in 

the course, they are of the same body and demographic generally, although perhaps a bit more 
experienced in interaction paradigms than the general student body might be because of their position. 

 We also have around here a plethora of really great students so if we are wondering does this particular 
thing work, we can round up a couple of them and say open up this page and tell me want you think and 
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we can get their reaction. 
43 She feels comfortable to be able to go ask for student perspective on projects, even though student might 

not be a direct QA resource. 
 “How often are you able to do that on a general project?"  

Anytime. Anytime you feel like you have run...QC always happens.[00:11:47] So that team always gets a 
look at it, but for consulting we have a very much open door, if you want to work something out we go 
over and say "Do you mind taking a look at this?" 

44 She feels comfortable to be able to go ask for student perspective on projects, even though student might 
not be a direct QA resource. 

 “How often are you able to do that on a general project?" 
 
Nancy - Anytime. Anytime you feel like you have run...QC always happens.[00:11:47] So that team 
always gets a look at it, but for consulting we have a very much open door, if you want to work 
something out we go over and say "Do you mind taking a look at this?" 

45 Quality Assurance team members act as a student in the motions of the clicks, but are not necessarily 
taking the course as a student, so the mindset is slightly different. 

 And then what are the quality assurance doing, is it just them looking at it and testing it or do they 
actually bring people in to look at it.? 
 
they are supposed to go through click every link, read all the directions, just go through it as a student 
would but not doing the readings. They don't actually have to learn the stuff, they just need to make sure 
that things are acting appropriately, that they don't get lost 

47 Evaluation to make sure the activities function as expected and that student user can navigate the system 
without getting "lost.” 

 they (testers) just need to make sure that things are acting appropriately, that they don't get lost. 
115 "Proactive review" of courses was a mini usability study on courses looking for areas for future 

improvement -- not by intended audience, but by students, the right demographic. 
 The one that we have been doing recently is to have our assistants; our design assistants take a look at 

some courses. Another one of our designers, Jay, went through and he called it a proactive review. So he 
just said I have this portfolio of courses, some of them are quite old and what he asked the students to do 
is literally just go through and judge the course. Was this engaging, was this interesting, did this feel 
dated, did it need anything? In that case their point of view had been very helpful for pointing out, this 
section really got dull. Wow did you know there is a movie clip on this? So we have had some of their 
input that has been really helpful. But, no, I haven't really had occasion to do that. 

610 Course assessment cycle happens apprx every three years. 
 Yeah, so we have course assessment, course health assessment meeting every other Friday and we have 

something like, I don't remember how many courses here, 500 courses or something, and so they are just 
on a cycle and essentially any given course runs through the assessment cycle once every three years. 

 Evaluation by SME or client 
570 Feedback comes from the SME 
 A little bit more of the solid feedback that comes from the actual subject matter expert, or the training 

contact I am making the course for so they basically give their analysis about how well the training is and 
whether or not it is usable to reach the goal that they have.  
Christijan "So do you get that feedback generally every time you do project. 
Every time, from those people yes, 

bBN40 SMEs have to be meticulous about checking wording to ensure accuracy. 
 There were a number of cases in here where we had to review the wording and we had to get the wording 

just perfect and the SMEs were the only ones...they recognized this and very often they would be 
changing the wording in very small ways which once you see the change you can see I understand that is 
definitely important but there was also no way I was going to know that. 

bBN29 Design feedback from client guides further iterations. 
 Once we got the DOD filled out then the next deliverable would be. Let me see if there is anything in the 

design feedback that is interesting. They gave us about four pages of feedback on that detailed design 
document. Of that there were 12 items and one of them got rejected, one of them got put sort of on hold 
for later review and then rest of them were very easily actionable and we did act on them. Let’s go into 
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development. 
bBN31 Early feedback was related to specific detailed design. Different client reviewers also gave conflicting 

feedback. 
 let me go back and check, I don't recall. Yeah it was some of the things that were formatting, style types 

of things. Instead of having name of the program change it to "The" name of the program. Which again, 
if it hadn't been done in this way it wouldn't have been a big deal. [00:33:51] there were some conflicting 
messages and we resolved those. Two of the reviewers had gone different directions and we resolved 
that. One said basically move this, one said this is great so we went with the one that said this is great, 
pretty obvious. Describe the background and purpose and then it said we need to name the policy so 
again that is another style thing, if this hadn't looked like the course itself, it is our standard policy the 
first time you introduce an acronym you expand it and then you show the acronym so they can recognize 
it later on, it is standard practice. He was sort of following that standard, he wasn't following that 
standard because this wasn't the finished product so it was... What would be a good example? Describe 
the background and purpose of the CIA. We need to name the CIA, we need to name the CIA, we need to 
expand the CIA. Well yes I agree and in the final product we would have but he had to basically say yes 
you are right that was a screw up on my part but the screw up was making it look too finished. In answer 
to your question, it did wind up hurting. Not a big deal, we got through it, it was not like they were upset 
about it, and it just didn't focus them in the way we wanted to. 

bBN32 Client concerned with in-process filler content -- commenting on obvious problems that were 
representative of the in-process nature of the design. 

 There were also issues, this course needed special imagery. We needed to find special imagery, a special 
kind of imagery. We needed to do a lot of searching in order to obtain that kind of imagery. That was an 
early thing in the course, we had to remind them a number of times that yes this will be happening, that 
we are going to have this content later but we are not going to have it right now. That was another thing 
that kept coming up, they said well this image you are using over and over again, yeah that is because it is 
a sample we haven't found all the images that we are going to use. I get it; I understand why they were 
concerned about it. It is the way things go. 

bBN41 There was a lot of iteration between client and designers. 
 Yeah I think that is about everything on this one. We handed that off and like I said we had that back and 

forth on whether it is was going to wind up being branched or not branched and we had, let's see let me 
look at the dates on this. We had a bunch of feedback in a lot of different forms as this whole thing went 
through. 

bBN42 Tried to automate the design feedback process through script to capture track-changes in word 
documents. 

 Different people put in different brought it across in different ways and actually I asked one of our 
developers, a guy by the name of – it doesn't matter, this was about a year ago now – to build out a ... so 
we asked the reviewers to document their issues in an Excel spread sheet that we call a point sheet, the 
points that they are trying to make or the points of contention and they will send those across and that is 
fine. The issue is that they will sometime, working those Excel spread sheets are kind of pain in the neck 
because you have to copy, which page number, which page in the module, what is the text or description 
of where this occurs, what is the problem, how should we resolve it? All this other stuff is just a pain in 
the neck. So a lot of them will make their changes using tracks changes especially if you are using a word 
document but you can even do that in power point, you can sort of add in comments or you can even do 
diffs between two documents so I asked one of our developers to do was to build out an Excel point sheet 
out of tracks changes and that really saved us on this project because we were sending things across and 
they were coming back and they were not using the point sheet they were just making changes right there 
in the document. It was nice because we were able to pull everything out and attribute everything to 
everybody pretty easily as a result of having this tool. I guess that is about everything. 

 Post-launch evaluation 
568 Post-launch evaluation is a new as of a month ago. 
 It is a very new thing for us, which is sad to say, but yeah, it is new as a month ago, we are going to start 

focusing on that, we have been. 
 Evaluation based on achievement of objectives by students // analysis of metrics/analytics 
606 Course is working if students achieve stated learning outcomes.  

But, this presupposes that the assessment is good and that the learning is happening because the 
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assessment says learning has occurred. 
 I would say if students are able to achieve the outcomes that are set in the course then the course is 

working, 
609 She uses analytics to gauge the success or strength of a course. 
 I do refer to the analytics quite a bit, the analytics how the mean and median scores, the difficulty and 

discrimination of every question. So I do look at those analytics to decide is the course working as it 
should are the students learning what we wanted them to learn and I think all of that stems from clearly 
defining what you want the course to achieve so regardless of what type of learning model you use if the 
outcome is when a student exits this course we want them to know A, B, C, and D, then that means that it 
is clearly defined at the outset of the course and carried throughout. Seems like I am really beating that 
drum. 

611 She monitors her courses more frequently, but sounds like only when complaints or concerns come in 
from students 

 I end up evaluating a course more frequently than that because maybe a call comes in with a concern that 
this is not working, so I will dig deep to find out is it not working or is it working but the student is not 
reading the instructions, or now I see the difficulty is actually off the charts, probably we do need to 
reevaluate this or whatever. When things like customer comments come back or shortly after a course 
goes live I usually check in after a month and then after about six months just to kind of see is this 
playing out how we thought it would play out kind of thing and then the regular, supposedly we get to all 
of our courses at least once a year. I am close to that but not quite there. 

612 She's trying to end self-paced, independent language learning courses -- their standards are outdated. 
 Yeah, so in the language courses in my portfolio there are in the high school level these self-paced, 

totally independent courses which I am actively trying to end, just because all of the research in language 
acquisition points to you need to speak it and interact with humans and of course actual standards require 
this too so they are courses that used to really be effective for whatever the standards were and whatever 
the market demanded. 

 Data monitoring suggests areas for improvement 
751 Instructor has ability to see student needs without direct communication from them by referencing data 

from the LMS. 
 
In an online school context, there is an instructor intimately concerned with the progress of learners. 
Often there is probably a smaller ratio of students to instructor in this scenario compared to what might 
be expected from the training team at a corporation and the workforce that needs training. 

 I think the other thing that is just absolutely beneficial is the ability to see data right away so I can tell, I 
am not teaching anyone currently, well I am actually doing kind of a pilot class, but you can, I can look 
and see what kids are struggling with right away without them even telling me and either approach them 
or fix it, I can see if it is maybe a bad question on a quiz or I didn't cover it as much as I thought I did and 
I can go back and fix it right away. 

752 Data not as clear or quick in brick and mortar. 
 You could do that in a Brick and Mortar classroom but I didn't get that data as quickly, I mean I could tell 

by looking at their face of other kinds of question but I didn't have that data very quickly in my hands 
even using like computer based grade books and things like that. 

776 LMS provides ability to see whether or not a student has gone through the material. It is a secondary 
measure of engagement, but perhaps one of the easiest to access. 

 We can track clicks obviously, so looking at student engagement which is hard to quantify in an online 
setting but we quantified that as clicking, because students will sometimes not work through the material. 

 Gathering learner feedback 
bMS61 Regional training managers would interface between design team and call center managers. Feedback 

about employees and training would come back through RTM 
 They used to be called RTM's, regional training managers and basically they were the face of our training 

to managers for the call centers so we would get our feedback through them. 
338 Right now only focus on feedback, not much on initial analysis or research. 
 C - "To what extent are you able to include your intended audience of your eLearning product in the 

design and development cycle?" 
"Well right now we really are focusing only on their feedback." 
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340 Learners can provide feedback via form at end of course 
We also have feedback at the end of our courses that they can fill out. That is how we include them. 

728 Students provide feedback through feedback form for course. 
The students definitely, like we have the feedback form that is for all of our classes, where they get to 
rate how much time they spent on it and then they get to leave comments. 

729 Feedback is anonymous so students can be frank. 
The course evaluation form is great, students really do, because it is anonymous which is really 
important, they will leave you feedback that is totally outright. 

276 Will get feedback from pilot. Always ask for feedback from learners, but rarely get it. 
Do you ever hear back from learners about what went well and what didn't or do you seek that out 
specifically?" 
We always seek it out. Sometimes we get the feedback on the pilot. If we are doing a pilot then we will 
get feedback because they will want us to apply that feedback but we always ask for feedback from the 
learners, we rarely, rarely get it. It is just not something that companies are willing to give up. 

730 Student feedback can be negative and by opening it up anonymously, you put yourself at risk to some 
degree for what they might say. Even though the feedback might be from someone who didn't do the 
work in the course. 
It is scary obviously, because your admin can see it, and you are like oh no, what if like one student like 
rips the course and they didn't even do the course. I feel like there is always one comment from a student 
who is like, you can just tell that they didn't do the class. There is always a portion of the students that 
didn't do the class or I had one student who had 2% in the class and took the final exam and wrote I don't 
know on everything. Like I don't know why he took the final exam but you know that student could also 
have left feedback on the course evaluation form about how it was a terrible class. 

bPE45 Instructor gets feedback from students and then can provide revised instructions in the online course. 
Right, in the blended courses she gets that feedback and the next time she sees them they'll be like, "this 
assignment didn't make any sense" or whatever. In the online course, where they are not meeting with the 
professor regularly, if there is something like we don't get this or whatever, they will email the TA or 
they will call our help desk and then a ticket is logged and eventually when it comes to the designer, ok 
so let’s reevaluate these instructions, they didn't get it or whatever. 
Gathered feedback shaped course, which led to less feedback, which is perceived as successful changes 

654 Spring and summer term a lot of feedback. Fall term not so much. She feels they tightened up the course 
a lot. 
Yes, so we started this in spring term and spring and summer we had a lot, so it was like the first semester 
that the blended course was out, or terms or whatever, and this semester we have had one or two. I think 
that means we have really tightened things up. 

731 Opening yourself to feedback provides opportunity for growth and improvement in your course. 
But opening yourself up to that is going to help you so much. I got some really good feedback, I do video 
critiques at the end of each quarter, with my art students, where they get to show me their individual 
works of art and we get to talk about their creative futures or like what they have taken from the class and 
how they can apply it to their life and then I always ask them about feedback on the class or individual 
assignments that they like. I get good ideas and I love hearing it from them in that way too because we 
can almost brain storm together about ways that it could be improved. 

732 Example of change made from feedback from a student -- making blog for student feedback into multiple 
groups, so more feedback will be provided to final students in list 
You know like this, I have like blogs where they are all on the list where in my critiques I got the idea, 
from a student, to make it into smaller groups so now there will be like 15 students in a group and they 
will comment on each other’s work. But otherwise if you are at the end of that list you will have like two 
comments on your work and if you are at the top of the list students will, just naturally, have like 15 
comments on each work or something like that. 

655 examples of feedback received. 
Both, both so their end of course, they had a mid-course survey. Kind of like how do feel the experience 
of the course is, you've taken all of your other German courses on campus, how do you feel about having 
this online element. Do you feel like we don't need to meet in class at all anymore, or should we still meet 
in class sometimes but have the online elements too? The mid-course and end of course survey and then 
we did that in fall, in fall semester we did that with Korean blended course as well. There has been some 



 122 

really great feedback, and in a way it is exciting, especially with Korean a lot of the feedback has been I 
can access like when I get home from work at midnight I can still work on stuff and I can read a lecture 
that maybe I was falling asleep during today in class. There has been some good feedback, there has been 
also been some interesting feedback, kind of like there are so many resources in the online course and I 
feel guilty if I don't access them all. I don't like that! There is too much I have to wade through to get to 
what I really want to do or need to do. There has been some really good feedback that has helped us 
evaluate and think about what we want them to achieve. Maybe we want them to wade through all that 
and maybe we don't. Yeah, it is pretty neat. 

bPE47 There is a layer of customer service in between designer and student, so designer seldom gets feedback 
from students about the course and if they do, it's generally about a specific error – like a test question 
being keyed wrong – rather than anything more fundamental with the design approach at all.  
 
The assessment is assumed to serve an evaluative function -- if students are able generally to score well 
on the tests and assignments, then the course is assumed to be designed well. What this leads to, with IDs 
not directly observing the outcome of their work, is that systemic problems cannot be recognized or 
discovered. Similarly, it seems likely that innovation is also not going to emerge because no one is 
watching for pain points. But, perhaps the instructor is watching for those problems – are they in a 
position to do anything about it? 

 Not very often, sorry I forgot you are recording. It depends, I shouldn't say that. With university courses 
it is very rare, partially because I think university students work more autonomously than high school 
students and they have a mentality of working to earn their grade whereas high school students tend to 
have a mentality of spoon feed me my grade, a little bit, and so with high school courses, more frequently 
but even still only comes to me if, hey this is the fourth time we have gotten this this week, I feel like I 
should call you and you should look at the ticket items. But otherwise customer service could get a call, 
they can file a ticket that goes directly to corrections, they can look at it and resolve and it might never 
have to involve me. But if it happens multiple times they would probably involve me or if there are any 
questions like hey they say that this is keyed wrong but I don't speak Japanese, could you look into it and 
see if it is keyed wrong or if they just had their answer wrong. 

 Usability testing 
438 Part of the vocabulary and culture of the current company.  

 
It seems like things like usability have to be baked into the culture of the design to be systemically 
embraced. 

 I have only been there long enough to see one usability test so far and it was for our marketing website 
but it is definitely more of a concern now I would say. It is more formal, it is a more formal part of our 
process where I am now. It is definitely something that we consider and we conduct regular usability test 
and it is something we think about and we talk about. 

439 Follows process from Rocket Surgery Made Easy. 
 Patrick - We follow, what's the guy’s name, Steven Krugg I think is his name. We use the, He has got a 

book that is called... 
Christijan "Rocket Surgery made Easy" 
Patrick - Yes, so that is what we use. 

46 Testers test the software, but not the learning per se. Is it possible to do a usability test of the experience 
that allows you to see how the interface actually affects the learning independent of the quality of the 
instructional design? 

 they are supposed to go through click every link, read all the directions, just go through it as a student 
would but not doing the readings. They don't actually have to learn the stuff, they just need to make sure 
that things are acting appropriately, that they don't get lost. 

114 Fellow designer had student assistants go through course -- evaluating -- probably not like a usability 
study where participants are observed, but more like a remote usability where tasks are provided and 
feedback in returned. 

 The one that we have been doing recently is to have our assistants; our design assistants take a look at 
some courses. Another one of our designers, Jay, went through and he called it a proactive review. So he 
just said I have this portfolio of courses, some of them are quite old and what he asked the students to do 
is literally just go through and judge the course. Was this engaging, was this interesting, did this feel 
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dated, did it need anything? In that case their point of view had been very helpful for pointing out, this 
section really got dull. Wow did you know there is a movie clip on this? So we have had some of their 
input that has been really helpful. But, no, I haven't really had occasion to do that. 

bPK46 Approach they took with the design, looking back, doesn't seem intuitive. 
 I feel pages like this we had to workshop something on it. I still feel like even this activity here I think it 

is a little weird in that it doesn't look like a typical multiple choice question and people wouldn't 
necessarily know what to do with these controls down here. I guess what I am saying; looking back on it 
now I can see it would be like not the most intuitive interface. 

bBN47 "in most accounts they never tell us anything about the course after it has been deployed." Partly due to 
time, but partly due to brand issues if the training is a failure. 

 No. I think in that particular case we do get some insight into that in most accounts they never tell us 
anything about the course after it has been deployed. It is very rare that we get any information about... 
you know we always ask but most organizations A. don't want to take the time to tell us and B. It is 
proprietary because say I am doing work for Apple and I do training on the Apple Watch and the training 
is a miserable failure and they have tremendous problems with the roll out as a result, they might come 
back to us but they don't necessarily want anyone to know that they totally botched the roll out. 
Regardless of whether we were responsible for it. Especially because we collaborate with the client. 

bBN48 Evaluation from client looks like keep providing business if it was a success, no continued business if it 
was a failure. "there is little in it for the organization to actually perform and disseminate a meaningful 
evaluation. That is what I find across the board." 

 Clearly this is not an Apple course that I am talking about but we collaborate with whoever it is and they 
are reviewing and approving it along the way. So there is very little in it for them to come back to us and 
tell us how it went. If it went well then they are fine and will keep giving us business and they will move 
on. If they are not OK then they will probably just stop giving us business but they are not going to tell us 
hey you totally screwed this one up and cost us a million dollars because then we could go on the market 
and say Oh, it looks like they totally screwed up that release and you know...you see what I mean? 
[00:49:42] there is little in it for the organization to actually perform and disseminate a meaningful 
evaluation. That is what I find across the board. 

bBN49 Success of the project was unknown -- ID felt their team had created something great, but he found out 
later that it did not succeed due to situational factors. Not the training, per se, but the circumstances in 
which it existed. Faulty assumptions played a factor -- they didn't clearly understand the circumstances in 
which the training would be deployed. Could a tighter process have prevented that? 

 We maintain relationships with a lot of the LC's. There was one project that I worked on that I loved. I 
was very happy with what they let us do on this project and we deployed it and about a year later I had 
reason to reach out to that LC again or somebody on that project again and they told us that actually it 
wasn't very successful because of certain things that we could not have predicted and certain technology 
issues that they never got around to...they didn't blame us for any of the stuff. It is not that it was an issue; 
again it was a situation where I only learned of it because I had a legitimate reason to ask this person 
about it because I was trying to coordinate something that related back to it. So this LC told me that, 
although to a certain extent it was successful it also had these drawbacks, I think that it was timing out 
because of the way these, because of the amount of time these people actually had to do this thing, and 
the interruptions and basically and the lack of sort of dedicated time to complete this task and technology 
and all this other stuff it was timing out and people were not able to pass on their first try as a result of 
this sort of weird thing. The expectation was that yes they are going to be dedicated to this for that hour 
or whatever and they were not able to do that and so not exactly our fault, if we had it to do over again 
what would we be able to do different, not much. The stake holders still loved the project, still loved the 
solution and did not want to change it in spite of these problems so it is just like one of these weird 
situations, how do you know what to do. 

 Evaluation as process for improvement of training/course 
259 Will review content before it goes out to ensure it is on message. 
 I will definitely review the content before it goes out. I will definitely review the materials before they go 

out to make sure that everything is on message. But there is a lot of trust. 
629 She has some "soft ways" to measure whether or not her design is on the right track, but not a "good 

strong way.” 
 I don't think we have, I think we have a lot of soft ways of measuring that, I don't think we have a good 
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strong way of measuring that. 
784 Design process different than reviewing process.  

She has to undergo an evaluative process for the courses, attempting to streamline and improve it. 
 So that is kind of how I do that although I will say the process looks different when I am reviewing a 

course, which is what I do now. 
792 Must edit self -- excitement over available options causes experience bloat 
 In fact, there is usually so much that you have to be very, very, use an editing eye. 
778 Individual teachers bloat courses as they are passed from instructor to instructor 
 Right now we find that we teachers bloat courses, because we allow teachers to change things and so we 

find that they bloat and just they pass from hand to hand a different teacher is teacher is teaching that and 
we need to go back through. 

379 Phase of project makes a difference. Once a training is created, designer might be tasked with going back 
through to evaluate, edit and update it. 

 It kind of depends on the phase of the project. Right now a lot of the projects that I am working on are not 
starting from scratch. We are updating courses that already exist and so the concerns of, a lot of the 
thinking about objectives and activities has already been done so it is a lot just about like is this well 
written, is it clear, is it organized, is media being used in ways that make sense? Do we have videos about 
things that make sense to have a video about? Do we have graphics in the right places and talking about 
the right things?" It just kind of depends on the phase of the project but I would say at the beginning 
definitely objectives and go from there. 

758 Over time instructors helped put together instructional content that then became part of each course -- 
instructions on how to do things within the course and the school in general. 

 So that is how we set that up, each class has some very scattered across the board how to navigate that 
departments have put together and then they post those at the top in a module and students always have 
access to the how to's kind of frequently ask questions in the course. 

 Evaluation 
bMS28 Training well received by employees. 
 It took a while to do it but it was well received amongst employees. 
bPK44 One piece of the approach was tested on colleagues and changed, but it was because designer had doubts 

it was making sense. 
 It was difficult because we wanted them to be able to; really this is kind of two types of pages mashed 

into one. It is like a swap but then also multiple choice questions and it was kind of tricky to do that. At 
first we were going to have them click on the answer options and when they clicked on a different option 
this picture would change but that didn't really work because that is not like ...Conventionally clicking on 
an answer option is like you are selecting it, it would be your answer.  
 
So we added these over here, these links up here to look at the different strategies, the different maps and 
camera layouts. We found a lot of people didn't even see these. Not a lot of people but a couple of 
different people that I showed them to didn't even see those. Maybe it was where we had them originally; 
we may have ended up switching these down to the bottom. In fact I think what we ended up doing; the 
final course I don't think looked like this.  
 
We did end up tweaking these buttons here, making it more clear that this was kind of like its own little 
interactive element on the page. We moved these over here and connected everything so it was like one 
box and made it look more like this is something you need to click through and answer the question. 

bPK35 Client is first responder to design concepts. 
 That is a good question. I feel like, I think a lot of changes that would happen OK like we make these 

mock ups and then we put them in a document and send them to the client. The client would use them 
and suggest changes. 

bC50 E-learning training cut 40 minutes off live training and is anecdotally more effective. 
 For if I remember correctly the previous instruction was an hour, the instruction, the training I made, my 

team made with me, 20 minutes. We were able to cut 40 minutes of instruction out and get to just the 
meat of what really makes this training consumable and easy. 

bMS40 Evaluation was limited in scope, but learners apparently marked that they were able to walk through the 
app with customers due to the training. 
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 We were, really at the time, just starting out an evaluation process as well so the only questions that they 
were asked before you took this how much knowledge did you have and then after you took it what do 
you think your knowledge of the topic is now? We didn't have a lot of metrics on it but we did see people 
beforehand have no knowledge or a little knowledge and afterwards they felt like they could walk the 
client through. We didn't have any actual comments. We didn't have that sort of feedback back then. 

bC41 She was able to have new hire technician and colleagues test her design in progress. 
 So I actually had a lot of my colleagues and one new hire technician that was part of the actual audience 

that we were designing this for. They played around with it while I was developing everything to 1. See if 
it needs to be more intuitive and 2. If it makes sense to do the training the way I made it. There was a lot 
of interaction and feedback during the time of development and design. 

bSA21 Administration has teachers fill out quarterly evaluation form to help them learn how to do data analysis 
of LMS data themselves. 

 "So we are trying to teach them how to go beyond the obvious and dig for additional data and find things 
that are working and things that are not and then make changes based on that data." 
 
one of the things that, and maybe I can show you this, let me see, I think you would like to see this. 
[00:16:35] One of the things that we ask our teachers to do is look at the data generator from their courses 
on a regular basis because we are trying to teach them how to do this too. I am going to go to the end of 
quarter of quarter two and if it is not there I am going to pull it up a different way because I want you to 
see what, so there is a course evaluation that we provide as an administration that gives us some student 
feedback but we also do this, let me see if I can remember the name of it.[00:17:28] As part of our work 
flow at the end of the quarter we ask the teachers to fill out this quarterly evaluation form. This is where 
we get them, we start helping them to learn to look at the data and tell us what it means, so this is what it 
looks like. Um, it walks them through looking at their grade distribution, defining what was successful 
and giving evidence for that, then we walk them through how to look, actually how to pull reports to be 
able to do that. So we are trying to teach them how to go beyond the obvious and dig for additional data 
and find things that are working and things that are not and then make changes based on that data. They 
do this for every course for every quarter except for, like a teacher is teaching three or four courses; we 
let them choose what course they want to do because they only need to do one because it could get 
overwhelming. One of the things I love that we get from them is we get the average hour times per class, 
this is very interesting, it lets us know if the class is right on, too heavy, too light, because we get a really 
good cross section of students. 

bSN44 Getting students involved in the process. 
 and the only way to get to a point where you are happy with it is getting others involved, getting students 

involved in the process even, just to improve it that much more. 
bSN58 Monitoring questions -- they have a feedback loop with students, allowing them to hear problems that 

software developers might not know about. 
 That is what we do as teachers, honestly, like any question that you get 100 times or any question you 

even get like 10 tens I am either going to create a video about it or I am going to change it in my course. I 
am going to create a resource or I am going to talk to other teachers and see if they are getting the same 
question and then we will bring it up the line to see if we can get something made that can be 
implemented school wide and help all students out. 

bSA47 Teachers feel like they don't have time to masquerade as students to understand what they're seeing, but if 
they take the time up front to check it out, they can avoid problems that actually end up taking more time 
dealing with multiple students who are confused or not progressing because of a teacher error. 

 It's harder because teachers have not time. There is always something for them to be doing, however what 
we try to help them understand and what we have come to understand is doing that upfront as part of a 
weekly prep for your classes is so much easier than spending time, after time, after time, you know 
answering questions from the students and thinking why don't they understand this? Why is this not going 
well? Well usually it is our fault. It is usually teacher error and some directions are poor in the tutorial, 
something is going on and so our older teachers know this and our newer teachers are still learning. It 
does take more time, it's time intensive. But it is in the front-ending that it is much smarter in class than 
[during delivery of the class]. 

bSA20 Uses data to track student progress -- in this case observing that student might have cheated 
 Absolutely. Absolutely. We also use it to, um so for example right now we are working with a student 
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who's disputing a grade. We pull all kinds of data to see when he was working, where he was working. I 
mean we have grades, we have the grades, but we want to see what is behind those grades, to know what 
was going on. For example, it looks like this morning a pupil was cheating. We cannot 100% prove that 
but that he was only looking at the tests, and that it is a course that, It is a (?Florida?) virtual course that 
all the answers could be controlled, we are wondering if that is what happened, He didn't look at any of 
the resources. And we do have that data; we don't have the data to accuse him out right. She regular(ly) 
does things like that. 

bMS39 Employees get credit for training through evaluation form registered in LMS. 
 Markus - We just attach an evaluation to the training. At the end of it in order to get credit in our learning 

management system they have to take an evaluation and so it received high marks. 
bSA16 Data-driven decision to add check-marks -- ability to mark assignments or activities complete by the 

student. Anecdotally, students love the ability to check off assignments to keep track of their progress. 
 I want you to notice one of the things that we do too, and again this came about by, you will notice again 

short, you won't find things much longer than what you see here written, and then I want to show you this 
thing at the bottom after you have completed this part of the lesson you can check the associated box, so 
we put that as part of the completion settings so that when students are done with something, if it is a 
grade, when it is graded it is checked off, other than that they can check it off themselves like I just did. 
This is a way for them to work through the course without getting lost of forgetting where they have 
been. And again that was data driven, we would find that students would miss things and come back and 
say "Oh my goodness I missed this I didn't know" or do poorly during the week. We looked from week to 
week and we compared data from before when we did this and afterwards to see how students were doing 
and they were able to work through material more consistently. And again clicks in the LMS that is how 
we can take a look at things. [00:14:09] 

bSN71 Part of their organizational process is to write up a report regarding analytics associated with course, 
assignments, etc., quarterly. They adjust their course based on the findings of that report. 

 No, one thing in regards to our views of the user experience is we, at the end of every class and during 
the classes we are constantly looking at reports, like I am checking what assignments had the poorest 
activity on it or what assignments had the least amount of clicks or completion and then we actually write 
up a quantitative and qualitative report that we submit every quarter for our course. That report is kind of 
nice in regards to seeing the users experience through the data, rather than maybe necessarily that survey, 
that is more the broader you know, then I go in and improve my course from that data and also from that 
feedback that I got from student. But really it is from those jewel reports and what assignments did best 
and then coming up with plans. 

bSN7 Reformatted contact information to side of screen based on how students used the system and what they 
needed to see, but change came after implementation had been in place for a while. 

 This is my Art 1 class so for our formatting we have, we used to have office hours at the top of the class 
but then students would have to scroll up, usually we have it so they are in one week so the students 
couldn't even see the office hours, so we moved them to the side of the window here which is kind of 
nice. 

bSA54 As they set up the school early on, they made everything and then had to take a different perspective to 
see what wasn't working and then by taking the new perpsective, they found that it didn't make sense 
from the student perspective. 

 "and think well no wonder they are getting stuck, this doesn't work." 
 
That is interesting and I believe that happens a lot. I think we initially did that as we were growing and 
learning and just creating materials and then we sat back and looked at it from a different perspective and 
think well no wonder they are getting stuck, this doesn't work. 

bSA43 Teachers have to be reminded to log in as a user to check on how what changes they're making will look 
to the student who is using the course. 

 And one of the things that we, and it is interesting because our teachers have to be reminded to do this. 
This is where we feel like we came across the fact that our students would work things and not have 
specific enough instructions. Or in Moodle would change something and they do do periodic updates and 
because our teachers are not logging in as a student they would miss little things that would make the 
student experience easier and more clear 

bSN48 Feedback comes at end of quarter and end of course in form of an anonymous evaluation. 
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So for me the first feedback is in an individual critique which is here at the end of the quarter. And in the 
end of the class, so at semester break then we have a course evaluation which is here and they are 
anonymous. I actually, I can't view what they look like but I can show you what the responses are. So the 
question is, well you can see what the question just by the response. This course makes me think and 
work but it is not a bad thing. This course is a cake walk basically. This course is just right, not too hard 
but not too easy. So these are the things as a teacher.. read the quality of the assessments, discussion 
forums, assignments, projects and then the majority of 31 students said the assignments were making 
sense, testing exactly what I learned and then the one student who said once again on the lesser extent. 
This is for extra credit that they end up taking this survey. Rate the course on organization, clarity. Rate 
the teacher on communication, availability. How many hours a week did you work on the class. I think 
that is a fun thing to look at as a teacher, you know, it is really hard to write a class and have it be the 
right amount of time. You know a lot of times when the students are saying 4 to 5 hours in my class it is 
because those are the students that love what they are doing so they are spending a lot of time, where the 
amount of time spent varies I think is really interesting always every year to look at. And then this is 
where they can leave individual ideas on what can be done to improve the course. You know you always 
get a lot of, it's great, or classes are always very good, but then you get some good things in 
there.[00:28:33] That is the feedback form beside actually just talking with every student that shows up 
for their individual critique. 

bSN52 Feedback on the concerns, things like navigation, etc. would go to tech coordinator, not necessarily 
course designer. 
That is a good question. That feedback wouldn't come to me I guess, it would something that would go to 
the technology coordinator but I honestly don't hear it too much. 

bSN77 Quarterly evaluations provide metrics to evaluate the course. There is a form they fill out to capture all 
the relevant metrics and they can compare year over year. 
I will just pull up, so we have our quarterly evaluations. So as a school we sort of track all of this data, 
but this is our quarterly course evaluation form. This was from my last year’s class, all of my students 
passed but basically it asks you for all of this information. Average minutes spent in class. Then we have 
a document that has all the classes at the school that we implement. We put in the minutes spent in class, 
the number of enrollments and the grade distribution. So that is all on one spread sheet and then you see 
from year to year you can easily access all the years that the course has been taught and how the course is 
improving. 

bSN31 He makes adjustments to the course as he notices them throughout the year and then will refine or revise 
the following year as he preps for a particular class, seeing the changes he made the previous year. 
Yeah that is the way they will show up in their grade book, the one thing because I have switched my 
classes, like this year I have been kind of moving things around and really honing in on that after that 
class is done so some of the assignment numbers are switched up but it is really easy to back and put 
them in order and then they would line up in the grade book. So you have 17 here because I thought this 
weekly drawing went better with what we were doing there. That stuff will all be, because this class has 
been taught already so right away when I get done teaching it I make the changes that I want to for sure 
have done by next year and then I have a list of things that I would like to get to but with the idea there 
might be another class that is way more important to me to make a bunch of changes to over the summer. 
That is something that has kind of been, because at first I would always just make a list of changes and 
then when I got to the end of summer I would be trying to make all of those changes and it was just 
totally overwhelming and almost impossible and now I am at the point that I make the changes that I need 
to make in regards to the structure of it and then as I go through and prep each week I can easily just 
update certain aspects of it. 

bC35 Anecdotally though from what I can tell from the trainees and trainers this has been a lot more helpful in 
getting the knowledge across and actually implemented well. We haven't had any, anecdotally, problems 
seen yet with it. 
We are doing that right now. The only data that we have is one that pre-exists this training. What we are 
going to do is wait for enough need to have the technicians install this in order for us to get data on the 
new training and how it affected performance but that is kind of in progress. Anecdotally though from 
what I can tell from the trainees and trainers this has been a lot more helpful in getting the knowledge 
across and actually implemented well. We haven't had any, anecdotally, problems seen yet with it. 

bMS42 We have really changed totally how we do our training. 
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 You know we have really changed totally how we do our training. 
bMS43 Trainings have become shorter because call center employees don't have a lot of time for longer trainings. 

Awareness of the learner's situation allows them to tailor their instructional design to the situation. This is 
easier in this type of situation, where the ID team is in-house and provides training for the same internal 
client consistently. 

 Just because the nature of our business was being, our particular division of focusing on training were the 
call centers. They don't have a lot of time to do training, getting off the phone, so we don't do a lot of long 
trainings like this one was. We pretty much now have our documentation team will document all the 
steps out and every now and then we will put together little videos that don't have any audio or just for 
them to watch while we demonstrate the steps out and those videos are generally less than two minutes 
long. 

bPK40 NO user testing and feels it is a gap in process. 
 Patrick - No, no I feel like that was one our weak points and one of the gaps I think in our process is that 

we did not do user testing. 
  
bPK41 Would get feedback from colleagues and not users. 
 We would have like informal, we would run it by a co-worker be like hey look at this or be like...but it 

would be pretty, it would be pretty informal and definitely not like a set process. We wouldn't bring in 
people for user testing; it was more like everybody looked at it and said 'Yeah that makes sense.” 

  
bPK43 Test on a colleague would happen infrequently. 
 Patrick - Yeah, yeah I think so. It wasn't for every single thing we did. Again it wasn't like an explicit part 

of our process to do that. If you were going to do that you would have to grab someone and be like OK 
look at this. So I would do that with some things but not everything. Even now looking at this I feel like I 
would actually, I know one thing I remember specifically doing a user test with this one with a couple of 
people because people would come in, we had this kind of tricky... 

 Design choices – Examples 
bC26 She created an interactive simulation of the actual rewiring procedure. 10 activities per section. 
 Ok this is going to be a little bit more difficult to explain but, let me see if I can do that. Just to give you a 

quick look into this. Like I was explaining, so this screen is part of the practice activity for the first part of 
the instruction. What the learner will need to do is move all of these wires that are yellow over to the 
takeover module which is this little device here. All of the yellow wires on the very top, there are about 
eight or nine of them, all eight or nine of them will need to be moved to this device here, in the correct 
order and to the correct terminal associated with the wire of the mother board up here. The trick here, in 
this instance, is learning how to read the mother board panel based on what needs to be done. Just like in 
the live environment, once a technician needs help in identifying what wire goes into which terminal in 
this device they would be able to gaze over to the panel instruction, which would be this. What you 
would see here is what they would see in their live environment if they were to need some assistance in 
looking at what wire goes into which terminal on this device to the right. Once they feel comfortable in 
knowing how to read it, and they should after the instruction is given they should be able to do that, they 
will be able to identify OK, well if a wire needs to be in port five of that device, which would be this, 
they know they need to install wire 15 into that port. They would go throughout the entire practice 
activities which is about ten of them and do that. Once they reach ten they have finished that cluster of 
instruction and they would advance to the next cluster of instruction which would be grounded the wires 
they already rewired. Just like the previous one I would go over the information, talk about what wires 
affect what terminals and why we are needed to ground it and then show them through video how to do 
that. Once they have those two parts of instruction then they will be advancing to the practice activities 
and immediately implement what they just learned. Once again, in a live environment they would have a 
chance to play around with the wires that have been grounded right here, ground the module that we just 
completed in the previous activity to the power supply which will then be connected to the grounding 
supply. Essentially which I am doing is just breaking up all of the facets of the content into three 
consumable parts and each part is made of, depending on which part, two or three different smaller 
sections. This slide or this instructional part talks about just that, how to ground it in those two to three 
steps. 

bMS9 Included demo of actual app in video format 
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 Also you see to the right that there was actually a spot for a video and this is a demonstration of the actual 
app. At the time it was only for IPhone, so what would have popped up there is an actual picture of an 
IPhone and we embedded a video in the actual screen of the IPhone. It would be a working demonstration 
of that particular page within the mobile app.  

bMS10 They could see the app customers would be calling to ask questions about. 
 They were actually able to see what the customer was going to be seeing, how they are going to be 

scrolling and choosing those features on that particular page of the app. 
bMS35 Judges liked self-navigation approach, simplicity of graphics, embedded videos. 
 Markus - They liked the ability for the user to move around on their own. The simplicity of the graphics. 

One of the comments I remember was the embedding of the videos. How along with the information they 
were getting on the screen, actually getting to see it. 

bKA6 Used theory to help participants recognize patterns in their work, to avoid overwhelming them with broad 
range of scenarios. 

 We tried to base a lot of things around actual scenarios, trying to position it within the story. Using 
cognitive apprenticeship, scaffolding-kind-of mind set, the stories hold the details and allow us to make 
sense of it and a new MSR is overwhelmed by the variety of story and don't see the pattern. In the 
training we wanted to bring those patterns of stories to the forefront.  

bKA8 Wanted to pattern training actions after on-the-floor behavior patterns they were trying to instill in new 
employees. 

  Where you can have dual monitors when you are going through the training, you can have this in one 
system and you can have your knowledge based performance system in another window so they are 
highly encouraged to look things up to be able to answer the material. We want them, on the floor, to get 
used to when I have a question that I cannot answer, how quickly can I find the answer. We are trying to 
train for floor performance as well as for knowledge delivery, if that makes sense.  

bKA12 Training included games to allow practice on concepts being taught. 
 So we have play which is just another way to talk about practice, scenarios. Here is the folder on the 

information on the sergeant what can he do, what can't he do? Scenario reminder pops up. There is 
context-dependent set of questions based on scenarios that will take you through. Learning journal, 
reflection pieces, timer stats. A card-sort game. I was just thinking what else was in here? There are a 
bunch of things that they have to classify and categorize and they get feedback on.  

bKA1 They were not teaching content as much as they were teaching how to gather content while in 
conversation – soft skills, not knowledge per se. 

 Katrina - Let me tell you a little bit about this piece while we are waiting for this to load. This is one of 
like 28 modules in a set of content that has a larger system wrapped around it. This isn't designed to stand 
alone in any fashion. The strength of this design is not so much in the WBT but in the role play practice 
so for this particular module where they are looking for valuable personal property insurance in the PNC 
casualty arena there are so many details, just a multitude so think of trying to teach someone how to 
classify a piece of jewelry and classify a chain, so it is a gold chain and then they need to know what kind 
of link style and there are 50 different styles and qualities of gold and blah, blah, blah, so the amount of 
detail in there is just astronomical. They don't use that detail more than once every five years so what we 
are trying to do is teach them a way to be able to systematically work through the 80/20 principle, what's 
the 20% content that I use daily, weekly. We paired these units down to very small units that typically 
didn't have more than 30 slides designed to be done like in a half hour to 40 minutes but with this larger 
system of role plays wrapped around it so that they could get into the cadence of the conversation. 
Nobody cares how the person in a call center actually gets the information, the only care is that they have 
a pleasant experience, that it is social, that they get what they want at the end of the day and so can you 
carry on a conversation while you are looking up details was one of the primary skills that we are 
teaching them. So we have a bunch of really boring stuff to get them started but this is explaining the 
concept that there is so much information in valuable personal property that is it too easy to get lost in the 
details and we wanted them to know that we were not teaching them the whole shebang. Now you are not 
hearing the audio that goes on with this. Just trying to grab their attention, get them set up with the right 
mind set, introduce them to their guide who is an expert MSR. Walking them through, 

bKA27 Type of imagery used affects learner perception of credibility. 
 Katrina - Well the client had very strong feelings, they wanted to keep it realistic with the kind of age 

group and people that might actually be hosts and managers and trainers. We went for variety of 
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ethnicities and a few different age groups. But there are definitely some units that come across as more 
credible. We have a middle aged blond women that just does; she actually looks like a trainer, looks like 
one of their trainers. But the students perceive her as less credible so there are definitely issues with age 
and gender that sort of play a role in that. You can only do as much as the client will give you room to do. 
They liked real people, they liked these Avatars and they work. They are little bit repetitive in some of 
the units where the designers were not as adept at using them well. They sort of felt like the Avatar 
needed to be on every slide which is boring. 

bKA48 Audio designs can impair user from going at their most comfortable pace. She likes to make audio 
optional. 

 Katrina - Personally when I go through WBT I turn off the audio because I can read faster than they can 
talk and I feel like I am chained to the speed of the reader. If the audio is well done and adds new 
information and doesn't restrict me from clicking through, like I don't have to wait for them to finish 
talking, I can decide whether to stay and listen or whether to keep going. Most WBT's at least for this 
client are not built that way and so I would rather develop without the audio and make the audio optional. 
I would like to put a little scenario button where they can click on it listen to the scenario if they want to 
or not. 

bKA50 She used audio as a specific training need -- getting closer to the full fidelity of the experience learners 
were being trained for. 

 Katrina - Most of the units that I have the audio is part of the introduction, or it is part of explaining a 
best practice or something that you would want to have judicious use of audio and I have a bunch of 
actual call center calls so I don't need someone to read to me the slides, I can read faster and decide where 
I want to go with that stuff. I don't want to read a long scenario that is a call, a real call. What I am 
concerned about, as the learner, is so what have I got to do when I am on the phone, what am I supposed 
to sound like. How am I going to be graded upward, downward, sideways, whatever so I want to know 
what that standard is and what it sounds like so I can begin to develop my own cadence. Most of my 
audio for WBT's are focused on those call simulations. 

bN50 Truck surfer example. 
 Nancy - That happened back at the early stages of this process when we were working over at the center 

for instructional design and we had a team of animators there and the instructor had wanted, this was not 
Lorelei, it was another instructor at the time. They wanted to show the idea of momentum, you know 
frictionless momentum and inertia so they started chatting with our head animator at the time which was 
Rob Allen, he is still over at, now it is called the center for teaching and learning but they were talking 
about this and he and his guys got to fooling around and said Hey wouldn't it be funny if and they were 
just riffing on it and came up with this truck surfer idea. I faculty member at the time was a little bit 
hesitant because the guy is flying out of the truck bed for crying out loud and they apparently had him 
land bloody and stuff and they said no we can't go that far. He can go ahead and fly out of the truck bed 
but he can't get damaged so they said OK and they went back in and re-edited that too, (side comment 
from across room "with much sighing") yes they were very disappointed. Yes that was something that 
Rob came up with as the head animator. 

bPE39 Designer recommended modeling as a way for students to better understand assignment. 
 
Instructor provided examples and now has students sign a talent release so she can use submitted 
assignments for the course in the future. 
 
Online opens up a need to be more careful with copyright and privacy laws. 

 Penelope - Both. So, I told her, you know in other courses where anytime there is a speaking assessment 
we like to provide, you know a rubric is a great start but if we can provide a life model it helps them get 
an idea of what they can do and she was like actually I have some really cool ones where they got really 
creative and you know where the girl is play ________ and the other one where the guy is playing the 
character opposite, his character is this baby and it is cute. She has them sign this talent release form at 
the beginning of the course so that when other really cool ones come in, she can post them into the course 
as examples. 

bBN22 Used scenarios to tie together the concepts. 
 So on this one, one of the things I worked hard to do was to try to incorporate scenarios and so I would 

just sort of sketch out the scenarios and those he represented very nicely. Basically we would have an 
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initial summary page and then we would have a scenario, a summary page is you are going to learn about 
this and then I don't remember exactly how__________the initial summary page for each module. I think 
we had learning objectives and then the introduction of the scenario or maybe we went into the scenario 
in order to introduce the learning objectives. I don’t remember exactly. We will get to that. The Scenarios 
were an important part of it and one of the things that I had him do was take, so you have got a module 
which is maybe three or four slides, maybe ten whatever but a relatively brief number of slides and you 
post this thing and you want them to see the scenario and then at the end of the module you are going to 
have a summary. I wanted to make sure he was mentioning the people we were introducing in the 
scenario and just mentioning them in order to bring up the thinking, in order to bring up what the problem 
was and say to the people now you know how to respond to the problem, now if Jose comes in to visit 
you, you know how to respond to him. Or now when your mother-in-law is complaining about mortgage 
payments and how they are evicting you from your house you can explain a little bit better why it is 
better to be a fast process versus a slow process. That kind of a thing. That is not the content of this 
course but that is sort of the...trying to tie it together.  

456 Design example 
B - One design, one of the first projects I worked on.  Someone else kind of designed it but I ended up 
executing it and I used kind of similar things throughout.  It was for training administrators at English 
Language schools. They just had a lot of policies that they needed to know, HR policies, just all the 
admin stuff that you can imagine.  Housing for students, setting up schedules, hiring teachers and just all 
that kind of stuff.  We did this kind of curriculum of courses.  The design of it was the learners would 
come into the course and this was definitely one that didn't have kind of your traditional click forward to 
go next navigation.  You would come in and there was kind of a main menu on the side, on the left side 
that had main topics.  You would go into one of those and then probably 2/3 or 3/4 of the content area 
would have like real world scenario questions and then underneath there were tabs with information and 
just general content and you would access as you needed to answer the scenario questions.  So rather 
forcing learners to click through page after page after page of all this content they are presented with 
activities and questions right off the bat and then they access the content as they needed in order to 
answer the questions.  Then there would be like five questions per module or something like that.  There 
would be like a quiz or assessment at the end.  I really liked that design because again because it was 
interactive, it was focused on real world scenarios and the learner had a lot of control basically.  They 
accessed content that they needed when they needed it rather than having to go through it themselves. 

bKA27 Type of imagery used affects learner perception of credibility. 
Katrina - Well the client had very strong feelings, they wanted to keep it realistic with the kind of age 
group and people that might actually be hosts and managers and trainers. We went for variety of 
ethnicities and a few different age groups. But there are definitely some units that come across as more 
credible. We have a middle aged blond women that just does; she actually looks like a trainer, looks like 
one of their trainers. But the students perceive her as less credible so there are definitely issues with age 
and gender that sort of play a role in that. You can only do as much as the client will give you room to do. 
They liked real people, they liked these Avatars and they work. They are little bit repetitive in some of 
the units where the designers were not as adept at using them well. They sort of felt like the Avatar 
needed to be on every slide which is boring. 

bKA48 Audio designs can impair user from going at their most comfortable pace. She likes to make audio 
optional. 
Katrina - Personally when I go through WBT I turn off the audio because I can read faster than they can 
talk and I feel like I am chained to the speed of the reader. If the audio is well done and adds new 
information and doesn't restrict me from clicking through, like I don't have to wait for them to finish 
talking, I can decide whether to stay and listen or whether to keep going. Most WBT's at least for this 
client are not built that way and so I would rather develop without the audio and make the audio optional. 
I would like to put a little scenario button where they can click on it listen to the scenario if they want to 
or not. 
Awareness of UX 
bSA35 
Hasn't heard of UX 
Christijan "Great, I want to take a different tack now for the last few minutes here. One of the things that 
I am interested in, to understand to what extent those people who are designing e-learning materials and 
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classes are aware of user experience design as a field and some of the practices that are done within that. 
Have you heard the term user experience design?" 
 
You know, I haven't. 

bSN61 Hasn't heard of user experience design. 
 I don't think I have necessarily heard that exactly. 
bPK96 Learner experience. 
 I would say the term user experience didn't come up so much. If it did come up it was more like learner 

experience. 
bPK59 Instructional designer and team doesn't always have control of the experience because they are hired to 

just complete a part of the puzzle – the bigger organizational training picture. 
 
Learner experience – What is the course of experience as learner moves through the training? 

 We talked about learner experience. I feel that in the sense that we used that, I would say that it was 
similar to user experience in that it was like what was the entire experience the learner is going to have 
with our training. And one of the tricky things is that we didn't have control over a lot of those things. A 
lot of times the company is contracting with us to build this one little course that is part of this bigger 
curriculum and is already this big thing that is part of this big company and we have this tiny little piece. 
That was always one of the struggles because we couldn't always control the learner experience as much 
as we wanted to but within the course when we talked about learner experience it was more like what 
happens when they open the course and kind of really like the sequence of events that they are going to 
hit as they complete the course.  

bPK60 Learner experience is the broader context too. 
 What is the learner’s path and what do we expect them to do and when are those things going to happen. 

That is kind of what we meant by learner experience and kind of broader too, if we did have a little bit 
larger product that had a web based component and an in person component and performance support. 
How does that whole thing work together kind of holistically? Figuring out how they all work together. 

bPK62 I would say when I hear UX I think about user interface kind of stuff but I feel like user experience would 
be a broader thing. Like a more holistic thing 

 I would say when I hear UX I think about user interface kind of stuff but I feel like user experience would 
be a broader thing. Like a more holistic thing, how do people feel when they are doing this thing? What 
kind of path do they take? It is not just about usability. 

bPK63 Goal based design as user experience. 
  It is about the broader, more than just buttons and where they are but kind of where are they coming 

from, why are they coming, how do they feel, what are their goals, how do they reach those goals. So 
again kind of more like a holistic look at a person's interaction with some thing or some process. I don't 
know if that is like an official definition in the industry or what but that is kind of how I understand it. 

bC54 Dabbled in UX 
 I have dabbled in some of the ideas about it but I am not too familiar about it from academic perspective 

but if you want to go ahead and give me the questions I will do my best to answer them. 
bC58 ID doesn't collaborate with UX team at organization for training purposes. 
 We do, we don't collaborate with them for training purposes 
bC64 Hasn't read academic book about UX. 
 No really I think where my knowledge comes from are small articles that I pick apart, that I see online 

with eLearning guild or a different kind of ____ association. I have never read a novel or academic book 
about this very topic. 

bPK95 Design map was closest thing to experience design. 
 Good question. I feel like later, like maybe 2/3 of the way into my time there we had more emphasis on, 

like as we were designing courses we had to create what they called a design map and that map was 
supposed to here is what the learner is going to experience when they take this course. Here is the main 
order of... so like here is an introduction and this is what is going to happen here and then we will have 
activities here and then we will have these things here and then we will have these things here. And that 
was kind of like a training to figure out like how to visualize that. How to create graphics that would 
communicate that to the client. We did have some training on that but that was the closest I would say. 
When it came to the usability kind of stuff it was like the design manager would look through stuff and 



133 

say you know this isn't really intuitive, the conventions would be like to this, or when I do this I would 
expect to do this. Or our graphic design would have those same kind of one on one conversations as you 
were running things by and remember.  

bC74 She's heard of information architecture. -- Applies it more to instructional design scaffolding, building on 
existing knowledge. 
Kind of the scaffolding of content. I am not sure if that is what it is meant to be defined as, but to me it is 
building on knowledge that is already known and then further expanding that. Making it easier for 
learners to consume new information. [00:32:31] 

bKA60 Artificial academic lines drawn between user interface design and instructional design. You have to come 
above a certain level of usability, but beyond that, the lack of usability won't necessarily hurt the learning 
potential of the design. Especially in the context of being able to explain to users how the training 
functions so they don't have to figure it out themselves. 
From an instructional design standpoint we tend to say we can overcome bad user interface with good 
instructional design. From a user interface perspective they say if the experience is not good then they are 
not going to learn as much from the material. The reality is I think it is somewhere in the middle and we 
have sort of drawn artificial academic lines for it. If there are specific user interface issues that are 
barriers to access and you have to overcome those to make them accessible. You know, color blindness 
for colors of text makes your course inaccessible to some segments of the population. If there is not a 
way for a smart screen reader to be able to read your slides because of the way you coded them you are 
setting the client up for some meaty lawsuits for discrimination and access kinds of issues. But if my 
buttons are not very intuitive and it requires a thirty second explanation at the beginning, yes they are 
annoying but they are not impeding your ability to learn the user experience is not as good as it could be, 
it might be a 6 or 7 out of 10 but it doesn't actually get in the way of actually seeing the content. Once 
you have done the first two units you kind of have the interface down, it is still crappy, it is still not good 
but it is not getting in the way of your learning material. 

bPE49 Has a vague sense of familiarity with terms of UX design, but says her design approach is more by 
intuition than explicit or formulaic approach. 
I would say that I am familiar with them. I wouldn't say that anything in my design that would approach 
with Now I need to think of these things formulaically, no I don't think I approach it that way, so maybe 
someone who had a real instructional design education would but I feel like I have familiarity and 
awareness of them, yes. And in some regards I feel like I may have intuition that way with having run a 
school before where I worked with the students and so the user attraction was one of my number one 
priorities as school administrator that I wanted to make sure that my students could complete their 
courses and achieve their credits and you know had a successful and rewarding experience, that kind of 
stuff. 

email 
5/7/15 

I am familiar with Neilsen’s work (not sure if I’ve looked at that one specifically), but I don’t know any 
of those other ones. I am familiar with the concept of UX and I view it as attempting to take the user’s 
entire experience of your product into account during your design process – not just of what you’re 
putting in front of them, but how it might potentially affect them and/or interact with them from the 
moment it enters their consciousness until the moment it fades from same. To me it’s taking a holistic 
approach to your product and how it integrates (or doesn’t) into a person’s life, versus viewing it as a 
primarily a means to an end. 

However, as I said, I have only some passing familiarity with Jakob Neilsen’s work and none of the 
others’. There was a course I’d been hoping to take on U/X, but it didn’t fit into my schedule. 
Role 
Curriculum design vs. performance change 

166 Designers don't necessarily aim at a change in users specifically, but are content to design and be paid 
with little or no concern with the overall outcome for the client. 

making a difference 
Most instructional designers are more corporate in their thinking in that I would like a nice, safe, secure 
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job and I will design you some cute little training materials. Ah I am a little bit pessimistic today.  They 
are a little bit like curriculum designers; they don't feel the same compulsion to do performance 
improvement. 

167 Curriculum designers aren't held accountable for whether their materials make a difference or not. 
 
making a difference 

 Yes and that is not disparagement against curriculum designers but curriculum designers aren't held 
accountable for whether their materials make a difference or not. 

168 Curriculum designers are responsible for organizing and laying out a course or instructional experience. 
They follow good principles, but their practice is built on an assumption of where students are at and 
doesn't have to know whether or not it worked. At least in practice. Evaluation steps in the design process 
would ultimately reveal that a design wasn't working. 

 They are responsible for organizing it and laying it out, following good principles. They are not as 
concerned about saying where are the students at and how do I move them to where I think they should 
be. 

169 IN academia, she heard from students that they were just required to make slides. 
 
"I guess I come from a perspective where I heard in Academia for ten years, 'Well you don't know what it 
is really like out there and my boss just wants me to create cute Power Point or cute Captivate or cute fill 
in the blank, whatever the tool is that they are using to create it.  I just create slides or I am just the trainer 
in the front of the class.  I wanted to be an instructional designer but I spend most of my time just 
delivering cute little HR classes that we designed." 
 
making a difference 

 I guess I come from a perspective where I heard in Academia for ten years, 'Well you don't know what it 
is really like out there and my boss just wants me to create cute Power Point or cute Captivate or cute fill 
in the blank, whatever the tool is that they are using to create it.  I just create slides or I am just the trainer 
in the front of the class.  I wanted to be an instructional designer but I spend most of my time just 
delivering cute little HR classes that we designed. 

176 Designers sometimes are not very thoughtful about what media they choose to add to their designs. 
 Seldom do you see instructional designers when they go in at the analysis stage say, "what interactions, 

what things are required to understand this content?"  So I can do a sim(ulation) or a demo or a little 
movie of this piece interacting with this piece because if you don't see it you don't really get it and then I 
am going to have a bunch of content that I am breaking up with visuals, not because they particularly 
need a graphic but they become more memorable. 

671 Writing classes was first part of job. 
 So that first year I basically wrote classes, and that was the biggest part of my job just writing my classes.  
 Designer vs. Developer 
246 He is an instructional designer, which means he doesn't do content development or media development 
 The way that we do our design and development as an instructional designer at option six you get hired to 

actually do instructional design.  I say that because it is important.  We also have content developers and 
we have media developers.  That means that I don't have to worry about developing the content, I never 
have to know the content.  I don't have to touch the content.  I will work through it in order to gain a feel 
for it but that is it. Unless I am interested in it or unless there is something particularly complex about it 
or whatever.  I don't need to internalize it or really work with it.  I need to understand how it flows and 
how it fits so I go through and I will do my analysis and then I will do my design and then the content 
developers work together to develop a solution and I don't really play a part in that. 

247 Compares ID to early software field where early developers were backend and frontend developers. 
We're trained to be jack of all trades, we still think it makes sense for one person to do it all. For him it 
doesn't make any sense. 
 
The role of instructional designer should be more focused and less inclusive of other fields. 

 We are basically trained to be a jack of all trades and do everything but I think that is because we are 
basically in a really immature field, if you look at the software development field, which started off a 
little bit earlier, if you look at the software development field you had software developer sort of an 


