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Design Smarter, Not Harder: 
6 Visual Design Tips for eLearning

By Angela Belitskus 

If you create eLearning, PowerPoint presentations, videos, or other learning materials, 
visual design plays a bigger role than you might think. Have you ever opened an 
eLearning course and immediately felt overwhelmed? From text to colors, there are 
too many things competing for attention. Visual design plays an important role in how 
learners process information. 

People scan before they read, and their brains are constantly trying to organize what 
they see. When a page or screen feels cluttered or unclear, it increases cognitive load 
and makes it harder to focus. The good news is that visual design is grounded in how 
people naturally perceive and organize information, and a few simple principles can 

make your content easier to follow and more engaging for learners.

The Psychology Behind Visual Design
Before applying design techniques, it helps to understand how people process visuals. The Gestalt principles 
of design explain how we naturally group and interpret what we see. These patterns influence how learners 
scan a screen and make sense of content. 

People naturally tend to:

� Group things that look similar

� Assume items that are close together are related

� Follow lines and visual paths

� Fill in missing data to complete a picture

These patterns show up both in everyday life and in digital learning. When design aligns with these patterns, 
learners can process information more quickly and with less effort.
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1. Start with Clarity
Clarity creates the foundation for effective design. Before adding interactions or animations to your eLearning, 
make sure the screen communicates the message on its own. A learner should be able to understand the 
purpose of the screen within a few seconds. People scan for meaning before digging deeper. When the 
message depends on multiple clicks or layers, the design increases effort and slows understanding.

Focus on the main message and the action you want the learner to take. Remove anything that doesn’t 
support that goal. Clear screens reduce cognitive load and help learners focus on what matters most.

2. Use Alignment to Create Structure
Alignment helps organize content. Our brains look for patterns, and aligned elements provide a visual 
framework that makes information easier to scan. When text, images, and buttons follow consistent edges or 
axes, the layout feels organized and intentional.

When alignment isn’t consistent, learners have to work harder to interpret relationships between elements. 
Even small adjustments can improve readability and create a more professional and structured design.

3. Guide Attention with Hierarchy
Visual hierarchy helps learners understand where to focus. It organizes content so learners can quickly 
identify the main message, supporting details, and actions. This reflects how attention works, since larger or 
higher contrast elements naturally draw the eye first.

A clear visual path allows learners to move through the content in a logical order. For example, attention 
might move from a headline to a key action and then to supporting information. When hierarchy is clear, 
learners can process information more efficiently.

4. Group Related Content
Grouping helps learners understand how data connects. Based on principles like proximity and common 
region, people naturally assume that items placed close together or within the same visual boundary are 
related.

You can use spacing, containers, or background colors to create these relationships. When you group 
content effectively, learners can understand structure at a glance. They don’t need to pause to interpret how 
elements relate.

5. Be Consistent
Consistency supports both usability and comprehension. When fonts, colors, layouts, and visual patterns stay 
consistent, learners can focus on the content instead of adjusting to new designs on each screen.

Consistency also supports recognition. When you use elements the same way throughout a course, learners 
quickly understand their meaning. This reduces cognitive load and creates a smoother learning experience.

6. Design with Purpose
Your design choices should support the learning experience. Interactions, animations, and visuals are most 
effective when they reinforce the main message and help learners engage with the content. When too many 
elements compete for attention, the experience can feel busy and harder to follow.

Use design elements intentionally to guide attention and support understanding. Interactions should reinforce 
key ideas and support decision making so learners stay focused on the content.

This eLearning screen uses visual hierarchy, alignment, grouping, and consistency to guide the learner’s 
attention. Related roles are grouped together in structured cards, consistent spacing and colors create 
organization, and the clean layout makes the interaction easy to scan and navigate.



Bringing It All Together
These principles work best when you apply them together. Small changes like improving alignment, 
simplifying layouts, grouping related content, and strengthening hierarchy can make content easier to scan 
and understand. The content may stay the same, but the experience becomes clearer and more intuitive.

You’ll see these same ideas across tools like PowerPoint, Storyline, Rise, and video. Each tool has different 
features, but the design decisions stay consistent. Clear structure, strong hierarchy, and thoughtful use of 
visuals help learners process information more effectively.

Final Thought
You don’t need to redesign everything at once. Start by simplifying one screen, improving alignment, or 
reducing visual clutter. Small changes can improve clarity and make learning easier to follow.

Over time, these adjustments create learning experiences that feel more organized, professional, and 
effective.

  

This eLearning screen uses visual hierarchy, alignment, grouping, and consistency to guide the learner’s 
attention. Related roles are grouped together in structured cards, consistent spacing and colors create 
organization, and the clean layout makes the interaction easy to scan and navigate.
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