


It’s informative to examine good courses. And sometimes it’s even more 
useful to analyze the not-so-good ones. After all, doesn’t knowledge stay 
with us longer if we learn it from mistakes?


That's why we compiled the 15 most common visual design mistakes that 
instructional designers and eLearning developers encounter in their 
courses. Explore real-life examples of each issue and equip yourself with 
our tips on how to avoid and rectify them, enhancing the visual appeal 
and effectiveness of your courses.


Our list progresses in order of the increasing frequency that these mistakes 
occur. So, we'll begin with less common pitfalls and work our way up to the 
mistake that’s made most often by course designers.



Introduction
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Hello there!

Let’s get started!
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The Use of Substandard Images



Mistake #15

We all like to add photos and images to make our slides more visually 
appealing and expressive. But if you add certain effects, this is going  
to be visually distracting for your audience. 


For example, take a look at this course cover with a pixelated effect.  
The course designer probably wanted to make the photo less noticeable 
than the text, but it did just the opposite.




Don’t use effects that make images look weird and artsy. They may have their 
place, but in very rare cases. So, for the most part, consider avoiding them.



Distracting 
Effects

How to fix it
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How to fix it

Mistake #14

Some eLearning developers extend the tail of the speech bubble  
right to the character, probably thinking learners will not guess who 
a phrase belongs to. Here’s an example:




At best, it looks comical. And if you have several characters, the slide 
will look messy and overloaded, which can ruin learner engagement.




To avoid the temptation of creating such a long tail, just place the 
speech bubble closer to the character and point it in their direction. 
Rest assured that learners will understand who says what!



Wild Speech 
Bubbles

Welcome on board,

colleague!

Today I'll help you

master the topic


"Emergency Response

Training".
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PowerPoint is full of various 3D figures and text volume effects. It might  
be tempting to use them to embellish or highlight text on a slide, but they 
are actually somewhat distracting and, frankly, a bit on the cheesy side.




The overuse of such objects creates visual chaos on the slide. 
So, keep it simple and use them only when it’s really necessary.



Overuse  
of Art Objects  
in PowerPoint

How to fix it

Mistake #13
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Three aspects of the culture of speech



COURSE GOALS

1

2

3

4

Learn how to set the correct

goals for a call

Know how to formulate  
a goal for a month or a day

Know the standards and

rules for working with clients

Be able to build a workday 
model to increase work 
efficiency

According to the proximity principle, it’s important to place elements with 
connected meanings close together because the physical location of items 
on a slide can either create or destroy a logical relationship between them. 
If you violate the proximity principle, you risk confusing your learners and 
reducing their comprehension.


Take a look at the example below.




Here, the proximity principle is clearly being ignored. The numbers are on the 
left, and the text elements referring to them are on the right. And these 
elements are not only distant from each other but also placed at different 
levels. In the middle, we can see a character who separates our content 
blocks from their numbering. As a result, it’s hard to grasp which elements 
relate to each other.




Violation  
of the Proximity 
PrincipleMistake #12


7



Follow the proximity principle. As for the slide above, to fix it, you should 
move the character to the right side of the screen, where there is a gray 
rectangle, and place the text on the left, closer to the number icons. This 
will make the information much easier to understand visually.



Mistake #11
 The Great and 
Terrible Gradient

You can botch several things by using a gradient incorrectly. For example, 
it can cause your color scheme to clash and make the text hard to read.




How to fix it

8



On the slide above, item two and three are almost illegible because of 
the background: there is not enough contrast, and one color blends 
into the other (white text on a light background).




Be careful about where and how you use gradients. They sometimes 
work very well. For instance, you can use gradients in player buttons:

You can use a gradient, but you need to incorporate it into your 
course in a way that works.

How to fix it

9



Create better courses 
faster with iSpring Suite
Create visually stunning courses easily with our premier authoring tool.

iSpring AI will refine text, 
spark course ideas, 
generate quiz questions, 
and enhance visual 
designs in seconds.

Create any eLearning 
content, like full-fledged 
courses, interactions, 
assessments, videos, 
and scenarios.

AI-powered online authoring

All kinds of eLearning activities

GREEN BUSINESS CRITERIA

A business is described as sustainable (or green) if it matches 
the following four criteria:

 It incorporates principles of sustainability into each of its business 
decisions.

 It supplies environmentally friendly products, 
which replaces the demand for non-green products.

 It is greener than the traditional competition.

 It has made an enduring commitment to environmental principles  
in its business operations.

iSpring AI

Ask iSpring AI to write or improve text...

Download for free →Learn more about iSpring Suite

The official height

of Everest is...

27,940 feet (8,516 m)


29,029 feet (8,848 m)


29,035 feet (8,850 m)

Your Score: 0 of 100 SUBMIT

25:30Question List
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https://www.ispringsolutions.com/ispring-suite/trial?ref=ispring-guides_15-course-design-mistakes&utm_source=ispring-guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=15-course-design-mistakes
https://www.ispringsolutions.com/ispring-suite?ref=ispring-guides_15-course-design-mistakes&utm_source=ispring-guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=15-course-design-mistakes


Save tons of time designing backgrounds, characters, objects, 
and icons for your slides with our content library.

Personalize learning 
experiences with unique 
designs, branching scenarios, 
custom characters,  
and effortless translation – 
and make them accessible.

Get started with iSpring Suite

89,000+ ready-made eLearning assets

Smart features for maximum learner engagement

11
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At first glance, it seems like there’s nothing wrong with the slide above. However, 

doesn’t it feel somewhat chaotic to you? That’s because there are too many 

different shapes: a round shape for buttons, a sharp-edged rectangular frame 

around the text, and an unusual rounded and sharp-edged shape for the photo. 

So, there are a total of four shapes on a single slide, which is way too many.


Imagine a 30-slide course in which each slide uses different shapes. The multitude 

of shapes will be distracting to your learners, and the course will look odd.




Too Many 
Different 
Shapes

A Canadian-American engineer,

entrepreneur, inventor, investor.

Elon Musk is the founder of PayPal,

SpaceX, Tesla, as well a member  
of the Board of Directors  
of SolarCity, a company founded  
by his cousins.

Elon musk

Mistake #10
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It’s important to understand that shapes convey a certain meaning. For 
instance, a circle is a symbol of positivity and is usually associated with less 
complicated subject matter. And for more serious topics, more dramatic or 
edgy shapes will work better. So, consider what the general mood and tone 
of your course need to be, and use shapes that convey the desired meaning.



How to fix it



Mistake #9

Sometimes instructional designers want to highlight several key ideas on  

a slide because they consider that everything on the slide is important.  

As a result, the slide gets overloaded with meanings, and learners get lost.




Everything  
Is Important

In conclusion, a leader inspires, manages, 
and supports their teams to work creatively 
and confidently toward the shared vision.
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Adhere to the “one slide, one idea” rule. If you have several key ideas  
on a slide, spread them out over different slides. Or, if you have iSpring 
Suite, use one of the built-in interactions that will structure your content, 
separate ideas, and make the learning experience more engaging.



How to fix it

https://www.ispringsolutions.com/ispring-suite?ref=ispring-guides_15-course-design-mistakes&utm_source=ispring-guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=15-course-design-mistakes
https://www.ispringsolutions.com/ispring-suite?ref=ispring-guides_15-course-design-mistakes&utm_source=ispring-guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=15-course-design-mistakes


Mistake #8

Animations can be a great way to engage learners, but they can also 
annoy them. If you use multiple animations on the same slide, or even if you 
use a single animation on each slide of your course, your learners are likely 
to tire of them very quickly.


Make sure to not use a fade-out animation on one slide, a pop-up type on 

another, and rotation on the next, for example. So, make sure to not use a 

fade-out animation on one slide, a pop-up type on another, and rotation 

on the next, for example. Many different animations can create a sense of 

disorganization for the learner. They may be interested at first, but will get 

extremely annoyed by the fifth slide.




Misused 
Animations

Use up to two or three animation effects in the entire course, and only 
when they add meaning or help you make the learning experience 
smoother and more engaging.



How to fix it
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How to fix it

Characters add a nice touch to courses, but only if they touch the ground 

according to the law of gravity. Otherwise, they are just floating in space, 

which is cringeworthy.




There’s only one exception when floating characters have a chance to 

look natural – if your course is about astronauts in space. In all other 

cases, don’t show characters at full height. Place them closer, and cut 

them off at around waist level. This will help you avoid zero gravity on your 

slides and will make it easier for learners to see characters’ emotions, 

which will create a better visual and emotional connection



Floating 
FolksMistake #7
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Justified text is taboo in courses because it makes texts unreadable. It creates 
additional unnecessary spaces between words. Learners' brains interpret all 
such spaces as periods. That’s why they pause after every word, and the 
learning process becomes exhausting.




Justified 
Text Layout

Avoid using justified text. Instead, align the text to the left.



Congratulate the learners on 
successful course completion.

Recommend the next course to 
study.

Congratulations!

How to fix it

Mistake #6
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Everyone makes mistakes and typos, especially if you’re working on a course 
alone without a team and are responsible for all the stages. At a certain point, 
you will have gone through the text so many times that you’ll stop seeing your 
errors. But learners will.




Typos

It’s best to have your course scripts checked by professional 
proofreaders. If that’s not possible, give it to one of your colleagues 
and/or use spell check, grammar check, and tools like Grammarly, 
Hemingway Editor, and ChatGPT..



How to fix it

Mistake #5
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Mistake #4

A patchwork slide is one that uses a jumble of different styles, colors, 
and ways of presenting information. Like the one shown below.




This is not the worst example, but you can see that the colors don’t match 
well, the icons have different styles, and the text is in different formats. There’s 
a generic stock character that takes all the attention when it shouldn’t. Also, 
the word “algorithm” is underlined on the slide, and many people associate 
underlined text with a link to a website. It looks like something you should click 
on to access a page on the Internet.




Patchwork 
Slide

Select a single way to draw attention to the text throughout the course. 
For example, if you’ve already used italics, don’t also use a bold font or 
underlining.


How to fix it
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Mistake #3

Standard player templates usually contain several default buttons and tabs.  
It might be fine to use all of them, even if there are many, but only if learners 
actually need all of them.




However, if there are no presenters or resources in the course, why confuse 
learners with these buttons in the top section of the player? If the course has 
no voice-over or background music, why keep the sound on/off button  
and the slide replay button?




Excessive 
Buttons  
and Tabs

Check your course player layout and customize it if necessary to include 
only those buttons that are relevant to your course.


How to fix it
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Mistake #2

The idea of a hierarchy in design involves positioning the elements on a slide 
so that the learner views them in a specific order. First, they read the title, 
then the key idea, and then maybe some additional information. But if you 
use it poorly, the slide becomes a mess.



Here, the title is competing with the subtitle. It’s even hard to tell which of the 
elements is the title. A learner has to read and process the entire text to figure 
out what’s what.




Poor Use  
of Hierarchy

Show the importance of the elements on the slide by using a sort 
of visual ranking system. The most important elements should be 
larger and more visible. Font size and boldness should be applied 
in order of decreasing importance.


Establishing 
contactIntroduction is the first


step when interacting

with a mentee.

 Develop a correct understanding 
of their personalit

 Establish trus
 Create the image of an 

authoritative expert

Stage goals for

"establishing contact":

How to fix it
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Mistake #1

When selecting an image for a course, we need to understand the meaning 
it conveys – whether it complements the material or is a metaphor of some 
kind. Everything on the slide should be there for a reason and must work. 
Does it work on the slide below?



The image depicts a team (it is a team, right?) which is suggestive  
of coordinated teamwork or a common idea, while the text is telling us about 
sales rules. Okay, there’s a slight connection between sales rules and a team, 
but it’s too distant, and the image confuses learners rather than illustrates  
or supports the key idea. So, no, it doesn’t work.




The Use  
of Substandard 
Images

Try not to add images just because they look great. Use those that make 
it easier for learners to grasp the topic. Simple, authentic images usually 
work much better and establish an emotional connection with learners.


How to fix it
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Master all stages  
of course development 
in 20 lessons
New to course design? Reach the pro level faster by signing up for our video 
program, “How to Create an Interactive Online Course.” You’ll get all the theory, 
practice, resources, and expert feedback you need to design effective eLearning.

20 video lessons  
and practical tasks


Lectures, reviews of good and poor-
quality courses, and instructions on 
working with iSpring Suite. You’ll get 
six months of access to all resources.


A certificate


To prove your qualifications 
and show that you have the 
skills needed to land a job 
or get a new client.


Expert feedback


Your trainer will review your 
assignments, help you fix mistakes,  
and help you create a top-notch 
course.


Final project


You’ll develop a short course that 
your learners will love. Your trainer 
will support you in bringing your 
vision to life.

Watch 3 lessons for free

Get the free lessons

→Explore course contents

Here’s what the course includes:

A chat with your trainer


And other course creators – for 
consultation, inspiration, and tips.
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https://www.ispringsolutions.com/ispringacademy/video-course/request?ref=ispring-guides_15-course-design-mistakes&utm_source=ispring-guides&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=15-course-design-mistakes
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Welcome to the iSpring Community!

Feel free to join and become a valuable part of a community of instructional 
designers and eLearning professionals who are taking training to the next level    
with iSpring.


Fast forward to the part of our community you like - just scan the relevant QR code.

Connect with others in your field, ask 
questions, share your own expertise, 
and take part in discussions.

Explore the exciting world  
of eLearning together with our 
helpful articles and how-tos.

Get step-by-step  
directions on how to create 
and launch eLearning.

Get eLearning tips  
and tricks from top-notch 
industry experts.

Enjoy weekly eLearning 
videos and don’t forget to 
subscribe.

LinkedIn Knowledge Hub →

Blog →

Guides →

Webinars →

YouTube →
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