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    Insight Guide 

10 ways to yawn-proof  

your e-learning  

 

A tracklist to wake your learners up 

Finding yourself a little bored with your e-learning – whether you‟re 
designing it, buying it, or going through it as a learner? 

 
We all start with the best intentions – it‟s holding onto them when 

you‟re in the detail of development that‟s tricky. Pressure of time, 
budget limitations, and spiralling scope can push good ideas out the 
window in favour of getting things done.  

 
To keep us all honest, we‟ve put together a tracklist of ten ways to 

prevent boredom from creeping into your e-learning. They‟re not 
expensive to do, or technically complicated. They‟re good practices 
that apply to any e-learning.  

 
We‟re all about sharing good practices and helping internal teams. 

To that end, in January we‟ll be launching a new service: My 
Kineo.  

 

We‟re offering My Kineo to organizations that are building e-
learning for their own internal use and could use some friendly 

support.   
 
 

 Access the latest e-learning tools, templates and best 
practice guides  

 Start a discussion, join a community, and invite peer reviews 
of your work  

 Join live and virtual workshops to take your learning further 

and find inspiration  
 

It‟s free to join. Contact us to find out more at info@kineo.com.  
But for now, on with the tracks. 

 
 

  

mailto:info@kineo.com
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Track 1:  ñHit me with your best shotò  
   

Have I got your attention? 
 

 
First impressions matter. You have maybe 10 seconds to create a 

first impression in your e-learning. What impression are you going 
to create?  

 
Don‟t make it a „page 1 of 99‟ moment. Nothing sends people 
hurtling to the top right exit button faster. Also, leading with a dry 

as dust list of learning objectives that the training department cares 
about, but nobody else does, isn‟t likely to get the heart pumping.  

 
We‟ve said it before – learn from the advertisers. The Mad Men 
figured it out in the 1950s – there are a few simple things that win 

people over and get them sitting up and switched on.  
 

Here are a few ideas…  
 
Tell a story  

 
It‟s part of our DNA to tell and learn from stories, and it can be a 

very effective opening gambit in e-learning. One technique is to 
borrow from Dickens and use a cliff-hanger. One of the best pieces 
of e-learning we‟ve seen started with an anecdote about a US police 

officer who had to decide who to pull out of a burning car wreck. He 
knew he didn‟t have time to save all of the passengers, so he had 

to make a seemingly impossible decision. Here‟s how he made it… 
At this point the story paused, and the focus of the learning – 
making decisions – was set. At the end of the module, the learner 

returned to the police officer‟s story and he explained how he dealt 
with the situation, which was a nice bookending approach. 

 
Be different 
 

Challenge people‟s perceptions. People tend to „assume the position‟ 
when they approach e-learning. They don‟t expect anyone to get in 

their face about anything. Show your learners that you‟ve thought 
about it differently. In this diversity module we lead with a screen 
that looks like it‟s going to ask you a question about race:  
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Kind of what you‟d expect in a diversity module. But it‟s not about 
race:  

 
 

 
 

You don‟t normally see a younger person used to represent age 
issues. By approaching the issue from a different direction, you can 

turn expectations around and hopefully get learners thinking that this 
module will be a little different from the norm.  

 

Taking this further, we worked recently with the BBC on a disability 
confidence module. We found a great piece of footage from the 1970‟s 

(the BBC‟s, not ours – Kineo wasn‟t a twinkle in an IBM mainframe‟s 
eye in the 1970s) that takes an unconventional approach to the issue.  
 

This intro tells the story of a village where everyone is in a wheelchair. 
The town is designed for its citizens. Ceiling heights are low, 
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everything is at wheelchair level. Then a group of non wheelchair 
users come to visit. They have problems in the town. They can‟t stand 
up straight in any room. They can‟t get through doors without bending 

down. The wheelchair users form special committees to decide what 
should be done for them. They design special braces for them to help 

them keep their backs bent in the low ceilinged rooms. They organise 
support groups for the non wheelchair users. Then one day the 
wheelchair users realise there‟s nothing actually wrong with them – 

the place they‟re living just hasn‟t been designed with them in mind.  
 

It‟s an original piece of thinking, as you‟d expect from a broadcaster. 
What can you do to get people to stop and think differently about the 
issues you‟re presenting?  

 
Share the killer fact or stat  

 
It may be that just explaining to learners the cost of making a 
mistake, or the value of the opportunity to be gained, by engaging 

with the points in the learning is going to be enough to get the 
message across. If you have a new product you‟re trying to teach 

people about, showing the potential sales value of it can work well to 
engage e-learners, especially sales audiences.  

Apply peer pressure  

One of the oldest advertising tricks is the „everyone‟s doing it‟ 

approach: “Look at all of these successful and happy people. They all 
use the same detergent. You mean, you don‟t use it? Oh dear, you 
might want to do something about that…” We think it doesn‟t work on 

us, but it does. Nobody wants to feel left out of a good thing, and our 
herding instinct soon kicks in. Can your learning take a similar 

approach up front? Can you gather success stories from your 
organization showing how people who‟ve mastered the topic of your 
learning are benefiting from it? Peer pressure is a great way to get 

attention up front. 
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Track 2: ñGive me a reasonò  

Object to learning objectives 
 

Learning objectives are in the eye of the beholder. Framing them in 
pedantic training speak is a turn-off to most people. Nobody really 

reads them. They‟re like the terms and conditions in any ad. You 
know they have to be there, but that doesn‟t mean you pay them 

any attention.  
 
That‟s not to say you shouldn‟t have them. Of course you need to 

know what it is you‟re trying to teach, and you have to be 
disciplined about delivering to those objectives. But instead of using 

them as a way to show you‟ve covered what you were asked to by 
the SME or training department, use them as a way to motivate and 
engage.  

 
Most of the bullet point lists read something like this: 

 
This training is designed to enable our front line staff to: 

 

 Identify the key principles of customer service  
 Understand best practices in effective complaints handling  

 Describe how we work with customers  
 Apply our model for service in a variety of settings   
 

Which is nice, but honestly, we have no idea what someone will be 
able to do as a result of the training.  We can hope, but most of 

that is nothing to do with us and everything to do with the learner. 
So why not sidestep this approach and instead tap into what people 
actually want.  

 
As Cathy Moore puts it, turn the objectives into motivators by:  

 
 focusing on things the learner cares about doing 

 speaking directly to the learner  
 removing internalised verbs  like identify and understand    

into active ones like do, perform, create 

 
So we could rework that original bulleted objectve list to say:  

 
Under pressure to deliver great service? We all are. This 20-
minute course will help you to:  

 
 work better with your customers by using models that work  

 deal with difficult complaints without losing your cool  
  
Other ways in which you could make objectives more engaging:  

 
 

 
 

http://blog.cathy-moore.com/2007/12/makeover-turn-objectives-into-motivators/
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Frame them as questions: Anticipate the key things that learners 
will want to be able to do, e.g., „How do I handle an upset customer 
without making it worse‟ – and point them to the specific part of the 

course that helps them.  
 

Sell the benefit: Think of each objective as a one sentence promo 
for a part of the course. Make it work harder to motivate someone 
to get to the next screen.  

 
Start with a test: Find out where people need help, before 

presuming their objectives are the same as yours. Put them in a 
difficult customer situation and see how they get on. Then after 
this, you could legitimately say something like “Looks like you could 

do with some more practice in handling upset customers. This 
section will help you.” You could also argue that if someone does 

brilliantly in an upfront test, they don‟t need the course at all – we‟ll 
come back to this point in a later tip.  
 

These points help to justify the existence of the objectives screens, 
instead of guaranteeing people glide right past them.  

 
 

Track 3: ñLet me tell you somethingò  

Getting stories into your learning 

 
We recently created an induction course for a consulting company. 
One of the stories they told was about the $5 million muffin. They 

were down to the last two companies pitching for business. The 
pitch was a little strange, because the prospective client had just 

moved offices and it was their first day in their new location. They 
didn‟t let this distract them and did a good pitch, of course – but 
the other company got the work. When they asked why they‟d lost, 

the winning firm had recognised that on their first day in their new 
premises, the client would be a little stressed and probably not 

sorted out yet, and could probably do with a bit of a lift. They 
brought coffee and muffins for everyone in the meeting. Lesson 
learned? It‟s the little touches. Pay attention to every opportunity to 

go the extra mile.  
 

Yes, there are processes to support this, but everyone remembers 
the muffin story. There‟s a good chance you‟ll remember that story 
in a week, and you won‟t be able to remember anything else from 

this guide (which is why we recommend you read it every day, at 
least four times). 

 
Stories trigger our natural learning mechanisms. They‟re stored in 
our minds much better than abstract facts. Plot is easier to 

remember than policy. Your learners‟ minds are wired to remember 
them. So take advantage of this and include stories in your 

learning. How?  
 



 Kineo –  10 ways to yawn-proof your e-learning 
Not to be redistributed or copied. Not for resale. 7 

Ask your subject matter experts: Your most experienced people 
should, with some prodding, be able to share examples of things 
that have gone wrong, or key mistakes to avoid. You need to ask 

the right questions to draw these out. Find out more about how to 
do this here.   

 
Ask less experienced people: SMEs are great on one level as 
your go-to source for knowledge. But sometimes they‟re just too 

experienced to remember what it‟s like to know nothing and to 
make basic mistakes. For that, you need to talk to people who are 

just a level above the learner, someone who‟s been doing the job 
for a year, rather than 20 years. They‟ll still be able to recall the 
mistakes they made and how they recovered.  

 
Ask everyone: it‟s not hard to create a survey or a forum to invite 

people to share their stories and experiences. It‟s a good way to 
draw on a wider group of potential storytellers for your learning.  

 

 

Track 4: ñBeauty is only skin deepò  

Tearing down the wallpaper 
 

We‟re not the first to say it, but you can‟t say it enough: a boring 
course is not made less boring by decorative graphics. It‟s just 

made more irritating.  
 
Graphics need to work as hard as any other element of your 

learning approach.  Graphic descriptions you may be familiar with: 
 

 „Two people shaking hands‟ 
 „Business person on the phone in generic office‟ 
 „Image of learners, asleep in front of their computers‟ 

 
Get the picture? Graphics and visuals are everywhere in our lives 

and are vital for communicating messages, helping us sift and 
categorise a bombardment of information, and remembering 
concepts and ideas. Think of the advertising world. When was the 

last time you saw an advert on TV that was pure text? Or a poster 
on a billboard containing a slightly irrelevant image and a bulleted 

list? OK, so this may be an extreme example, but e-learning and 
instructional design is sometimes accused of lacking that real visual 
flare and thinking that sits behind the world of effective advertising 

and comms. The thing is, we don‟t want to just grab learners‟ 
attention like adverts do, but we want them to remember the key 

points…so if you‟ve ever put up e-learning wallpaper, it‟s time to 
tear it down and take heed of some top tips to using graphics for 
instructional use. 

 
 

Simple tips for making your graphics work harder:  
 

http://www.kineo.com/elearning-tips/ip-2-getting-stories-into-e-learning.html
http://www.kineo.com/elearning-tips/ip-2-getting-stories-into-e-learning.html
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1. Think about the purpose 

When designing your e-learning, think about the purpose of the 
graphics, as well as the purpose of your whole screen. 

For example, is the aim of your visuals to grab attention? Or 
perhaps you want to use the visuals to tip a common idea on its 

head by using a recognisable image and altering it in some way or 
using it out of context.  

Perhaps you want to use the visuals to tell a story, with text or 

without.  

Ask yourself: Where‟s the first place the learner‟s eye should fall on 
screen? What‟s the priority of the content on screen? Should the 

learner explore the visuals in a certain order or freely? All of these 
should help your graphics brief and ensure your graphics support 
your objectives. 

2. Keep it relevant 

Screen estate is precious and you should use it wisely. Using visuals 
(or text for that matter) that are irrelevant or surplus to meeting an 
objective can actually do more harm than good when it comes to 

learning. All that information will be fighting for a place in the 
learner‟s memory and the brain has to try to make sense of it all. 

Be nice to brain cells - keep it relevant and to the point and there‟s 
more chance of it being remembered. 

3. Work with the text 

People often think of text and graphics as two separate entities, yet 

text is also a visual asset. Aim to design your screens so the text 
and graphics communicate the messages together. We don‟t mean 
that they need to replicate each other‟s messages – that would be 

overload – but rather than having a block of text on one side, and 
the image on the other, join them up visually to help learners make 

the connections without having to look back and forth across the 
screen. Think magazines - don‟t be scared to break your text into 
chunks and put the relevant parts with images or areas of an 

image, using headlines to bring out the key points. Equally, if you‟re 
using interactive graphics, have the text appear as near to the 

clickable area as possible.  

4. Remember óPictures say a 1000 wordsô 

If you had to read the emergency evacuation procedures on a 
plane, do you think you would? Probably not, but the information 

graphics used get the points across much more effectively and to 
an international audience – one to bear in mind if you‟ve got 
translation issues.  
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Sometimes, visuals are the best way to explain an idea or concept, 
particularly complicated ones, and they can communicate it much 
more efficiently than text. For example, how else would you 

effectively show the workings of a volcano, the inside of a car 
engine, correct working posture, or the location of UK Government 

offices around the world? Visuals are also great for statistical and 
diagrammatical information, but don‟t feel you have to use a 
„standard‟ bar or pie chart. The Guardian makes great use of scale 

to show relevant percentages or figures with different sized circles. 

  

Inside a camera ï an interactive graphic taken from a Kineo Nikon 
project  

5. Be unreal  

Depending on the overall style of your course, thinking beyond the 
bounds of visual realism can help communicate ideas. To aide 
learning, can you simplify the complicated by using line drawings to 

show the inside of a machine or structure of a building? Why not 
consider using scale (even if it‟s unrealistic) to emphasise key 

points and draw the eye to the most important parts of a screen? 
Unrealistic and exaggerated images can burn into the memory 
better than any wallpaper could.  

Can you use visual metaphors to communicate a complex or 
sensitive point, or to grab attention?  
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Animated visual metaphor for overcoming huge challenges ï óHow 
do you eat an elephant? One bit at a timeéô. Taken from Kineoôs 

designs for Childcare NVQ for learndirec t.  
 

Track 5: ñSchoolôs outò  

Assessment in the real world 
 

We wrote about this one recently in our guide on compliance. 
Assessment is important. Many learning interventions come with 

some need to prove and report on results.  
 

So take it seriously, but don‟t bore people with a test that‟s too 
easy or comes too late. Some tips for waking up your assessment 
approach: 

 
Write the test first. Then you‟re clear on what it is that people 

actually need to do. The content should be structured to ensure that 
people are able to prove they can demonstrate competence through 
the test. Don‟t leave it to the end, for you or the learner. The test 

should come first, or at least be an option to take first, if a learner 
thinks they can prove performance right away. 

 
Make it tough.  One way of waking learners from any slumber is 
to make the test very demanding. That means it can‟t be about 

simple recall of facts that will flake away from short term memory 
within minutes.  It must involve putting those facts into practice. 

Create challenging scenarios and case studies and get people 
thinking about what they‟d do in these situations, not what they 
remember from the course. It‟s not about „what is‟ but about „what 

if‟. Here‟s an example: 
 

http://www.kineo.com/documents/Kineo_compliance_insight_guide_v1.0.pdf
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Let people do it whenever they want. The point is to 
demonstrate competence, then if people think they‟re hard enough, 

let them take your test immediately. Any decent LMS will let you 
separate the test from the rest of the e-learning. The message you 
want to send is: You don‟t have to do this course. But you get one 

shot to pass it under timed conditions – so make sure you‟re ready 
for it. School is out – we don‟t have to yawn through the lesson if 

we already know this stuff. Let people get on and prove it.  
 

 

Track 6: ñHurts so goodò  

Making more mistakes in your learning  

 
To quote American actress Tallulah Bankhead: “If I had to live my 

life again, I‟d make the same mistakes, only sooner.   
 

To quote John Cougar Mellencamp is more fun though.  
 
If you want people to sit up, put them in challenging situations, give 

them opportunities to make mistakes, and show the consequences. 
People don‟t fall asleep in flight simulators (if they do, bad things 

happen). They may fall asleep reading a flight instruction manual.  
 
You don‟t need to build complex branching scenarios to get 

mistakes in. Most e-learning and authoring tools can handle a 
simple sequence as follows 

 
 Create the situation: storyline with characters 
 Provide choices : equally plausible, equally weighted 
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 Show the consequences of the mistakes: customer gets 
angry, team member gets upset – whatever is realistic 

 Give coaching and support: connect to stories and supporting 

materials  
 

Of course, you need to make sure you‟re focusing on the right 
mistakes. They‟re not all equally important. Work with your SME to 
make sure you‟re giving priority to the top 20% of mistakes that, if 

eliminated, will make 80% of the difference. Find out more about 
focusing on mistakes here.  

 
You can pre-empt these mistakes and use them in your attention 
grabbing intro too. A nice opening sequence could be „Ever been 

here?‟  - then show examples of potential negative consequences of 
mistakes - ‟This course is going to help you avoid these situations.‟  

 
 

 

Track 7: ñA little less conversation, a little 

more actionò  

Cutting to the bone 
 
Maybe the single biggest bore factor is learning that outstays its 

welcome by 30 screens or so.  
 

Make sure you‟ve sharpened your knives well for your review. Every 
screen, every word, should have to fight for its right to stay in.  

 

 Get a peer review system going – it‟s hard to edit your own 
work 

 Read it aloud – is it real? 
 Set a goal to reduce the word count by 30%, no matter what 
 Cut whole points, not words here and there – big cuts get 

you there faster  
 

If you‟re using dialogue, you need to be careful. Dialogue has a 
tendency to overrun. What starts as an interesting way to bring 
characters to life can quickly take on a life of its own, as characters 

go for coffee, talk about things that are nothing to do with the 
learning. Edit them brutally and focus on the action that will drive 

the story forward.  
 
We could say more about editing, but the irony would be too much. 

There‟s some more advice about dialogue here.  
  

  

http://www.kineo.com/elearning-tips/tip-4-make-more-mistakes.html
http://www.kineo.com/elearning-tips/tip-4-make-more-mistakes.html
http://www.kineo.com/elearning-tips/tip-3-narrative-and-e-learning.html
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Track 8: ñKeeping it realò 

 
Making the most of media  
 

This is one that filters through all of the others. Use of audio and 

video can help to bring your course to life, when used wisely (and 
by that these days, we mean by keeping the costs way down).  

 
Don‟t narrate the screen – that‟s boring and not necessary for most 
audiences, unless you think there are issues with people not having 

English as a first language or there are literacy challenges. Use 
audio to add tone and credibility through real people explaining key 

points and sharing their experiences.  
 
Don‟t make a movie – you don‟t have the budget and a homemade 

attempt will probably not deliver. Better to show what good or bad 
looks like with real examples. We recently worked with a mobile 

phone company that did this very well, by using footage of real 
people in stores showing how to sell the kit. Worked much better 
than explaining in text how it‟s done: 

 

 
 
 

The tools for creating audio and video are within the reach of most 
teams‟ budgets – you might find that creating audio and video is 
actually a lot cheaper than conventional e-learning.  

 
Skype is your best friend. Recording expert stories and insights 

is very easy, even if they‟re not in the same room, or country. 
We‟re long time advocates of using Skype and a recording 
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application like Callburner. Taping calls is easy. Editing them with 
Audacity is just as easy. There‟s really no need to invest in anything 
except a decent microphone if you‟re recording face to face. We‟ve 

written a lot about how to create effective audio and the different 
formats you can think about here.  

 
Itôs flippinô easy. The cost of cameras has collapsed, and with 
neat devices like Flip video recorders, you can record directly onto a 

hard drive and edit it yourself. Great for capturing real stories, 
doing walk around and examples. You don‟t need to fret too much 

about quality – just keep it simple and focus on getting great 
examples and stories. More top tips for using video are here.  
 

 

Track 9: ñWeôve only just begunéò  

 
Calling to action and sustaining performance 

 
So you‟ve held attention all the way through, but really the hard 
work‟s just beginning. The end of the course is the beginning of the 

learning. You need to make sure you‟re enabling people to do 
things differently as a result of the learning. Make sure you include 

a clear call to action at the end.  
 
You need to:  

 
 Reinforce the three or four key actions that people need to 

take  
 

 Make individual responsibilities clear – if it‟s up to the 
learner to do something or be personally liable for the 
mistake, you can‟t say this enough  

 
 Make a specific call to action: what‟s the one most 

important thing that people should do next? 
 

 Make it clear who to talk to if you‟ve got questions  

 
You can take it further and plan a further step for a call to action – 

consider some kind of follow up 30 days after. This could be a 
shortened follow-up test, or just a quick mail to check if learners 
are taking action based on the course, or a short podcast top-up 

from the experts featured in the course.  
 

You‟ll know what channels work best in your organization to engage 
with people after the formal learning piece is over – as we all know, 
that‟s a very small part of the overall learning experience. Yawn 

proofing your learning is great, but you really need to make sure 
that people are awake and open to the potential to change 

performance where it counts – back on the job.  
 

http://www.kineo.com/ufi-learndirect-kineo-guides/good-practice-guides-with-ufi-learndirect.html
http://www.kineo.com/elearning-tips/shoot-this-5-tips-for-video.html
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Track 10: ñOne step beyondéò  

 
Making use of other methods to connect and engage  
 

Yawn-proofing needs to extend beyond your e-learning 

interventions. And one way to keep people engaged is to look 
beyond the traditional learning method to encourage participation 

and collaboration. 
 
Three simple things you can do:  

 
Get a discussion going. Use discussion forums to get people 

talking about the learning and how it relates to them. On one 
project we used discussion forums to get teachers to create and 
share lesson plans, and comment on each others‟ work – it‟s a great 

way to get people to do more than have a one-to-computer 
relationship with the learning and foster a sense of community.  

 
 
Add a webinar to make it personal. Webinars are not expensive 

to set up. Even if you don‟t have a license to one of the commercial 
tools, Dim Dim is a great, open source alternative. You can focus 

the webinar on application – how is the team in your area going to 
take the learning forward? Empower managers and regional leaders 
to deliver the webinar and personalize the message. Check out 

more tips on running webinars.  
 

Find out if itôs working. Ask people for feedback. Naturally you‟re 
doing this already – but are you doing something with the data? It‟s 

easy to set up a free survey using Zoomerang or Survey Monkey, 
and get feedback from users both on your course, and on what 
they‟re going to do next.  

 
We worked with Cable & Wireless to develop nine modules on 

management and team leadership. One was delivered every week 
for nine weeks. At the end of each module there was a very short, 
often one question survey asked what people were going to do 

differently next week. The training team used the data to see if the 
course was having the desired impact, and the manager used it to 

check in with people to see if they were doing what they said they 
would. Think about how you can ensure people are taking action 
through a simple survey like this.  

 

  

http://www.kineo.com/elearning-tips/tip-25-top-ten-webinar-tips.html
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Let’s hear 10 more, people… 

 
These ten ways to bring more life to your e-learning are not meant 

as an end-to-end process. They‟re a list of sensible, inexpensive 
things to do, that you can audit any module against to see if there‟s 
more you could be doing. How many are you doing now? How many 

can you work into your next e-learning project? 
 

 
We know there are other tips out here, and we‟re always keen to 
hear your feedback and share your tips. Get in touch at 

info@kineo.com  
 

 
Keep in touch with our weekly top tips here: 
http://www.kineo.com/elearning-tips.html 

 
 

My Kineo: If you‟re in the business of doing e-learning in an 
internal team, our new My Kineo resource center can help you do 
more with your e-learning, and get more advice and guidance like 

this. It‟s free. Find out more here:  
 

 
Find out more about how we can help you with e-learning design at  
 

US 

Kineo Group Inc 

19 Cortland Drive 
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+44 (0) 1273 764060 

info@kineo.com 
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