
Evolving your instructions

How to identify issues & make 
incremental improvements



I’m going to show you a widget 
with basic instructions.

Can you think of ways that the 
instructions on this widget could 

be improved?







instructions

overall / goal 
instructions

interaction 
instructions

equation

draggable 
elements

invisible 
drop zones



Start by identifying potential 
usability issues.





Then, make incremental changes 
to try and address these issues.





Revision 1
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Revision 3



Revision 3

That text equation 
doesn’t look nearly 
as fun as the image 

did.

That’s true—but it’s not 
fun at all to try 
interacting with 

something that doesn’t 
respond.



Revision 3

That’s true. 
But now…

You’re right. Let’s 
see what we can 
do about that. I 
think this is the 

problem:



Revision 4
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Revision 5a



Revision 5b

Both versions of revision 
#5 give strong visual 

emphasis to the primary 
instructions—whether 
you prefer them on a 

single line or split across 
two is a matter of taste!



“Snap to” functionality could 
help with that, by making the 
dot snap onto the line if the 

student placed it on the 
number.

Revision 5b

If we had that, we 
could also simply say 
“Drag red arrows to 

count on.”

There’d be no 
need to specify 

“above the 
number line.”

This revision is pretty 
good… the biggest 
issue I can see is 

something we can’t 
easily fix without 

template changes.



Other Options



Original vs. Revised



What did we learn from this? 
Guiding Principles

1. Proximity (spatial contiguity)—Instructions should be close to the 
content they apply to. 

2. Visual hierarchy of information (signaling)—The most important 
information should be the most prominent. Also, it should be easy 
to tell which elements are interactive and which are not.

3. Task instructions vs. UX instructions—(segmenting) Use text to 
display task instructions. (Secondary instructions can be displayed 
separately in a secondary color to show lesser emphasis.) Use 
icons whenever possible to indicate UX instructions.

4. Visual cues for interactivity — (signaling) Use colored 
backgrounds, borders or other consistent visual elements to call 
attention to interactive components.



Interested to learn more?

Check out the
Overview of Multimedia

Learning Principles
on Spark for help in identifying 

areas for improvement!
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