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This useful job aid presents guidelines for designing computer-based training 
that is standardized, yet powerful. 

Imagine that yon have been asked 
to design a single computer-based 
training course that will be used 

as part of a training curriculum. Each 
course in the curriculum is designed 
by a d i f ferent deve loper . And man-
agers have complained for years that 
the courses look different. 

"Every c o u r s e d e s i g n e r r ece ives 
s t r ic t g u i d e l i n e s fo r i n s t r u c t i o n a l 
des ign ," they po in t ou t . "So w h y is 
t h e r e so m u c h va r i e ty in t h e l o o k 
and feel of the different courses?" 

If yours is like many other organi-
zations. the reason is a lack of writ-
ten s tandards for screen design. Each 
d e v e l o p e r is left to his or h e r o w n 
d e v i c e s to c rea te an a t t rac t ive a n d 
effective presentat ion. And it can be 
difficult for instructional deve lope r s 
to f ind usefu l , h a n d s - o n gu ide l ines 
for actually designing the screens for 
CBT programs. 

The fol lowing common-sense job 
aid for d e s i g n i n g CBT s c r e e n s fills 
the gap. It presents useful guidelines 
in a s imple but c o m p r e h e n s i v e for-
mat . T h e y c o v e r t he e l e m e n t s that 
are essential to course organizat ion, 
as well as s tandards for screen com-
posi t ion a n d sugges t ions for giving 
feedback to users. 

Course organization 
Each course should include the fol-
l o w i n g e l e m e n t s . C h e c k off e a c h 

item on the list as you address it: 
• course title screen 
• welcoming screen 
• course menu that uses numbers or 
letters 
• directions on how to use the CBT 
system, how to sign off, and h o w to 
return 
• course objectives 
• course prerequisites 
• the duration of the course 
• references to support ing materials 
such as workbooks or user's guides 
• an " e s c a p e " o p t i o n to h e l p t h e 
user exit f rom any screen or return 
to a screen 
• completion status of each topic 
• b a c k w a r d p a g i n g to g ive m o r e 
control over the learning process 
• an introductory screen containing 
the topic name, a brief description of 
the con ten t , and a s e n t e n c e or two 
of transition or orientation that links 
it to what has preceded it and wha t 
will follow it 
• a list of objectives 
• summary screens. 

In a d d i t i o n , c o u r s e d e v e l o p e r s 
should k e e p the fol lowing points in 
mind. Again, check off each item on 
the list as you m a k e sure you have 
addressed it: 
• No unit should be longer than 20 
or 30 minutes. Consider using menus 
and submenus to divide long topics. 
• Avoid t imed displays, even those 

that a r e t imed to d i sp l ay for m o r e 
t h a n a f e w s e c o n d s . ( T h e o n l y 
e x c e p t i o n is a t i m e d d i s p l a y tha t 
builds a final image that remains on 
the screen until the student presses a 
key to move on. ) 

Timed displays are a problem for 
seve ra l r e a sons . For i n s t ance , s tu-
dents w h o turn away from the com-
p u t e r for e v e n a f e w s e c o n d s may 
miss critical informat ion; t imed dis-
p l ays t a k e c o n t r o l a w a y f r o m t h e 
learner. Also, they may distract s low 
readers by throwing new information 
o n t o the sc reen in d i f fe rent places. 
And they can frustrate faster readers 
w h o p r e f e r to m o v e at t he i r o w n , 
speedier , rates. 

Screen composition 
Each course should contain the fol 
lowing screen elements: 
• unit or subuni t identif icat ion—on 
the first screen of each unit or sub-
unit 
• a screen h e a d e r and foo te r area , 
containing unit and screen numbers 
• consistent fonts, type sizes, punc-
tuation. and placement 
• b l ank s p a c e at t he t op , b o t t o m , 
and side margins to avoid clutter 
• o n e main idea per screen 
• bulleted lists of ideas 
• paragraphs of n o more than six to 
eight lines, if possible 
• single spacing within paragraphs, 
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a n d d o u b l e s p a c i n g b e t w e e n t h e 
paragraphs 
• no indents for paragraphs , except 
with bullets 
• b o x e s c o n t a i n i n g i n s t r u c t i o n a l 
information, of the s ame size and in 
a consistent location on the screen 
• typing directions in the boxes 
• a l l - c ap i t a l l e t t e r s u s e d o n l y fo r 
warnings or hints. 

Text placement and wording 
Keep in mind the following guidelines 
for placing words on your screens: 
• Focus a t t en t ion on o n e idea at a 
t ime—even if you have to delete text 
that is not pertinent to the instruction. 
• Position the instructional w i n d o w 
at r ough ly the s a m e p l ace on e a c h 
sc reen ; k e e p the hor izon ta l s ize of 
the w i n d o w standard. 

• Begin the text o n e space in f r o m 
the uppe r left side of the box. 
• Line u p t h e d e c i m a l p o i n t s of 
numbers on data-entry screens. 
• Left-justify data entries. 
• Always p l a c e nav iga t iona l i cons 
(for example, an icon for the "enter" 
k e y ) in t h e s a m e s p o t in e a c h 
instructional window. 
• K e e p s e n t e n c e l e n g t h s h o r t (a 
fourth- to sixth-grade reading level is 
m o s t e f f e c t i v e fo r a g e n e r a l a u d i -
e n c e ) . Use o n e - a n d t w o - s y l l a b l e 
words. 
• Omit any words that do not clarify 
m e a n i n g , p r o v i d e use fu l t ransi t ion, 
or create interest. 
• Use the second person (you), and 
d o not personi fy the c o m p u t e r wi th 
such s tatements as "Press 'enter ' and 
I will begin." 
• Be c a u t i o u s wi th h u m o r — l e s s is 
better, because humor is easy to mis-
understand. 
• Be consistent in your use of com-
mand syntax. For example, say you use 
"exit" in one place to mean a return to a 
main m e n u or a DOS prompt . Don' t 
then use "exit"' on ano the r screen to 
mean a return to a previous screen. The 
same holds true for function keys. 

Highlighting, graphics, and color 
Check off the following items as you 
a d d r e s s e a c h in t h e des ign of y o u r 
CBT screens: 
• U s e cons i s t en t co lo r s to e m p h a -
size, for example , text to read, keys 
to press, or words to type. 
• Highlight the letter cor responding 
to a menu or an answer choice. 
• D o n o t h i g h l i g h t bu l l e t s . H i g h -
l i g h t i n g t h e m c a n d r a w a t t e n t i o n 
away f rom the text. 
• D o n o t u s e b l i n k i n g in t ex t o r 
graphics. 
• Tie g r a p h i c s to c o n t e n t immed i -
ately; graphics should not be linked to 
a concept discussed five screens back. 
• Use graphics sparingly; too many 
graphics can distract learners. 
• Use color consistently throughout 
the course. 
• Apply colors to reflect accurately 
real- l i fe s y m b o l s a n d sys tems. (For 
example , red might mean "error.") 
• Limit co lo r s to t h r e e o r f o u r pe r 
screen. 
• Don't use color combinat ions that 
c o l o r - b l i n d p e o p l e can ' t see . Such 
c o m b i n a t i o n s i n c l u d e b l u e a n d 
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green, as well as red and green. 
• Use no m o r e than two or th ree 
colors in the instructional window, 
and six or seven colors if the screens 
are simulations. 
• Establish standards; for example, 
research s h o w s that a black back-
ground with of t -whi te lettering for 
instructional w indows , and a b lue 
background with off-white lettering 
for cap tured screens, are the most 
effective combinations. 
• Avoid color combinations that pair 
two light colors, or two colors with 
high intensities (such as blue and red). 

Feedback 
The following guidelines address the 
feedback a CBT program provides to 
users as they make choices: 
• Use neutral, nonjudgmental words 
such as "That was incorrect." 
• Begin a hint wi th the w o r d 
"HINT" in capital letters. 
• Highlight and vary the "That was 
correct" phrase, which begins feed-
back on correct answers. 
• Set the number of tries users are 
allowed on each question, to match 
the difficulty of the question. 
• Make the feedback format consis-
tent in location, use of numbers or 
letters, upper- and lowercase letters, 
punctuation, and so forth. 
• Use praise sparingly. 
• After indicating that an answer is 
wrong , expla in why and give the 
correct answer. 
• After indicating that an answer is 
correct, reinforce the idea by restat-
ing it in slightly different words. 

Slaying the dragon 
You can slay the dragon of hit-or-
miss des ign for CBT sc reens . The 
common-sense checklist is one pow-
erful weapon. 

You may have heard all the above 
guidelines before at conferences and 
train-the-trainer forums. You might 
th ink it u n n e c e s s a r y to put such 
tried-and-true guidelines into a job-
aid format. Bur trainers often create 
job aids to he lp o ther peop le per-
form work. Why shouldn't we design 
one to help ourselves create consis-
tent CBT courses? Willi its qu ick , 
easy-to-use format, the checklist can 
help developers create courses that 
are standardized, yet powerful. And 
that's worth checking out. • 

Helene Jeiven is a training consul-
tant at Automatic Data Processing, 
165 Landsdowne Avenue, Westfield, 
Nj07090: 908/654-7480. 

The author welcomes readers to 
use the job aid presented in this arti-
cle and then to contact her with 
information about how the checklist 
works for them. 

To purchase reprints of this article, 
please send your order to ASTD 
Customer Service. 1640 King Street, 
Box 1443- Alexandria. VA 22313-
2043- Single photocopies, at $6 each, 
must be prepaid. Bulk orders (50 or 
more) of custom reprints may be 
billed. Phone 703/683-8/00 to order 
photocopies, or for price information 
on custom reprints. 

Y @ U A i e c i © F O R I T . . . H l i R I I T 

Put It In 
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ONE-DAY 
WORKSHOP 

Now it takes only a day to improve your 
employees writing skills. In the new One-Day 
Workshop version of Put It In Writing, 
busy men and w o m e n learn to wri te clearly, 
organize effectively, and p resen t themse lves 
impressively. F u r t h e r m o r e , they'll use what 
they've learned the very next day. 

The O n e - D a y Workshop is based on t he 
original Put It In Writing. You get all the same 
mater ia l s — leader ' s guide, par t ic ipant 
workbooks , and videos. The learning ob jec -
tives are a lso t he s a m e — clarity, speed , 
and image. 

After one day, your organizat ion can 
s tar t working m o r e productively. T h a t ' s why 
good wri t ing is good business . T h a t ' s a 
lesson we can pu t t o work for you today. 

International Writing Institute, Inc. 
Hanna Building, Cleveland, Ohio 44115-1993 
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