Online learning should be
engaging, personalized and fun.
And that, my friends, is about course design.

It’s	
  time	
  for	
  a	
  makeover.
	
  
These 10 Makeover Tips will turn any humdrum course into a
powerhouse that engages and delights learners down to the
very last click.
Try one or two this week. I promise you’ll love the results.
Let’s get started!

	
  

1.	
  Give	
  Your	
  Course	
  Some	
  Attitude	
  

We start with a question.

How does your course look when you first open it?
(I’m hoping the answer is … totally-fun-I-can’t-wait-to-dive in.)

The “look” of your course sets the tone
for engagement.
Your course is speaking volumes.

YOUR CHALLENGE:
How could you present your course in a more fun and/or interesting way?
… a playful, fun “Bill Nye” type exploration of elementary science
… a dark, dramatic Goth look for a course on Shakespeare’s Tragedies
… a historical look at Early Canada with Cartier maps and Aboriginal Art
… a Pop Art take on Food Safety or Communications
--- comic book superheroes (or villians) in an English class
… old school arcade games for a gamified “level one” math class

Pleasure	
  +	
  Content	
  =	
  Retention
WHERE TO START:
… the age of your learners
… types of entertainment they enjoy
… what YOU find fun and inspiring
... games, books or movies to steal ideas from

	
  

Great design evokes an emotional response.
- April Greiman

	
  

2.	
  Rock	
  Your	
  Course	
  Logo
Once you choose a theme or “look” for your course, you need a course logo
that screams “This course is going to be amazing”.
It should include the Title, the Subtitle (containing the main point of the
course) and an image (or collage of images) that are going to be repeated
throughout the course.

Check out a guide I wrote called: How to build an Awesome Course Logo.
It’s on the blog page of my website.

3.	
  Signposts
If you’ve driven on a road trip you know how important it is to gauge how far
you are along the way.

Signposts	
  give	
  a	
  feeling	
  of	
  
accomplishment	
  and	
  encourage	
  
progress.
There are two easy ways to create signposts in your course:
First: In the Collapsed Topics
You’re probably already doing this, right? Unit 1, Unit 2 …
How about Mission, Adventure, Level … other creative language?
Second (and way more fun): Labels
Create labels with images showing progress in them, and place them at various
points in the course.
Check out a guide I wrote called: How to Start Gamifying Your Online
Course. It’s on the blog page of my website.

	
  

4.	
  Watch	
  Your	
  Language

Boring by Banksy

A lot of the language in our courses misses the opportunity to really sell the
material in the course. These are humans going through the lessons and
assignments, and they need to be sold on the value and pleasure in what we
are asking them to do.

As Daniel Pink says, we’re all in sales now.
Besides the humdrum language, an even greater problem is simply having too
much text. Huge blocks of text are a turn off. They are boring and make
finding the key points as difficult as a game of Where’s Waldo. Break it up!
Our eyes welcome small chunks and bolded headings.

5.	
  Tell	
  More	
  Stories
Stories have two purposes: Holding reader’s attention, and increasing the
retention of the material. We all want to know “what happens next”. We also
remember great stories long after they are over.
Find the stories in your material. They are a great way to start any unit or
lesson.

6.	
  Declutter
Clutter makes everything invisible.
Get rid of the bling bling all over the top and sidebars of your
course. You know what I’m talking about. The Voki’s,
animated gifs, multicolored (endless) paragraphs of course
info, and any other cute thing you discovered in the first year
of learning Moodle. All those links under each tab? Reduce.
Modern design is minimalist. It’s clean.
Put all the “important course info” inside a clickable icon. No one even sees it
after the first week, anyway. It’s all part of the blur of STUFF all over the
page. Think zen. Only the essentials.

Clutter is nothing more than postponed decisions.
- Barbara Helphill

7.	
  Font	
  No-‐no’s
Playing with fonts is fun. Unfortunately, it can also make your text very
difficult to read and distracts from the content. Here are a couple “rules”:
1. Stick to ONE font for all your text except course and unit logos.
Don’t mix fonts.
2. Your content font should be a simple black font like Times, Arial or
the default font.
3. Never use the highlight tool . It’s just bad news.
4. Make your larger headings black or all the same colour.
Think of the font as part of the design. If your course logo is orange, then
orange should be what you choose for the headings. The best place to bring
colour into your course is through images, not font.

8.	
  Sell	
  the	
  Next	
  Thing
Transitions are major drop off points in your course.
Moving from one unit to another is a danger zone for
losing time, urgency and motivation.
The end of a unit is the perfect places to put
gamification elements (points, badges, etc) and to
give a little promo for what’s coming next. Always
try and “sell” the upcoming unit or assignment.
The idea is to create a forward momentum
throughout the course.

9.	
  Personalize	
  the	
  Course
How can a learner feel that your course is tailored just for them?
Course design.
The power of online learning is that we actually CAN create a course that is
personalized for every student.
Here are two ways:

a) Gamification
Use the conditional settings in labels (and other objects in Moodle) to make
points, badges and reward messages appear. Have students create avatars and
use them in the course. The randomized glossary can also display student
photos or bios.

b) Trigger Content “Upgrades” and Review
Set your feedback in quizzes to trigger extension or review material based on
the performance on the quiz. For example, have a failing mark trigger a review
video on Youtube.
Take advantage of every way to automate a response to student activity in the
course. This way the course looks different for every student who goes through
it.

	
  

10.	
  Talking	
  in	
  Class	
  
One of the best ways to build engagement is to encourage talking and sharing
ideas. Unlike a traditional classroom, talking in class is a GOOD thing online!

Social interaction takes
some “warming up”, on
and offline:
- Set the tone by being a regular
visitor yourself in the forums.
- Require students to post things
in a forum regularly
- Have students respond to
YOUR posts in a forum, to warm
up the idea of responding online.
- Have lessons involve reading
the responses from other students and commenting on them.
- Offer some scripts for them to copy and paste at first.
- Have something fun in the forums, like a hobby strand.
You may get more interaction on academic stuff if they are frequently visiting
to talk about gaming, their favourite music or how to make amazing low carb
cookies. It takes some time to build community, but the payoff from your
learners feeling part of a “tribe” is huge.

	
  

And	
  Finally	
  ...
I hope you got a few ideas of ways you can add engagement and
visual interest to your Moodle course.
Check out my website for other step-by-step guides to help you with
some of the more challenging design skills.
Talk to you soon!
Neela

