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Abstract: 

Design students are required to learn both soft design skills like—design principles, 

complexity, and change—and hard design skills or technical skills. Given the limited amount of 

contact hours during a semester, design faculty find it challenging to teach both the type of skills 

in a balanced way. A research project was undertaken to come up with ways to integrate 

ELearning components with traditional face-to-face teaching in order to achieve the desired 

equilibrium. The paper starts by acquainting the readers about the needs and requirements for the 

research project. Then it informs about the techniques and methods used to create and assess the 

teaching components developed during the research project.  

 

 



Introduction: 

One of the challenges of teaching graphic design courses is that the instructors must teach 

both soft design skills and hard design skills. Soft design skills—learning about aesthetics, 

intuition, design principles, balance, recognizing harmony in page design, etc. are emotive parts 

of design. Hard design skills or technical skills help students give form to their ideas either in 

print or digital media. In summation, soft design skills help students create and analyze ideas and 

hard design skills help them implement their ideas. 

Employers usually want to hire designers who possess a good balance of both soft and 

hard design skills. Teaching both these types of skills in a classroom setting presents a 

predicament for graphic design instructors. Given the limited amount of contact hours during the 

semester it is difficult to spend time teaching all of the above in a balanced way. Soft design 

skills are best taught in a face-to-face meeting where students can interact, observe, create and 

analyze. Technical skills are better learned by: observing and then creating the same or 

simultaneously observing and creating. 

Usually design faculty teach hard design skills by giving a demonstration in the lab/ 

classroom. In addition some of them upload notes or files that they were using for 

demonstrations on a course management system like D2L or Blackboard. 

Students find it difficult to gain the desired technical skills just by observing the class 

demonstration once and then creating the same or simultaneously observing and creating. 

Students may be able to recreate what the instructor showed in the demo in the same class but it 

is hard for them to retain it for a longer period of time. It is often found that if the students are 

able to observe a demo at least three to four times and simultaneously practice it the same 



number of times, it increases their understanding and retention of the content. They can then 

apply these skills to a design project throughout the duration of the course and also after 

completing the course. The limited contact hours during the semester don’t allow that much class 

time to be devoted to repeating each demonstration three to four times. 

As students are unable to retain all the aspects of a class demonstration, it hinders their 

design process. Working on the project outside of the class when the instructor is not there to 

help them with the technical skills, becomes a frustrating process. Lab monitors are usually not 

equipped to answer specific design software (like Adobe CS) related questions, as they may not 

have the requisite skills themselves. 

Having students in a class with different skill levels, further adds to the challenge. 

Students that are using the software for the first time respond best to slower pace of tutorials and 

gradual shifts in the level of difficulty. On the other hand, students with previous software 

experience respond best to faster pace of tutorials, challenging projects and other elements that 

would help them build on their current skill level. Instructors have also found that sometimes 

self-taught ‘skilled’ students may not have the right skills. Their methods need to be rectified or 

they need to learn accurate and efficient methods to perform effectively. 

A survey conducted in Spring 2008, in an introductory level class taught by the author at 

University of Wisconsin Whitewater (ACINDP 151: Intro to Multimedia Aesthetics) revealed 

that out of a class of twenty students fourteen or seventy percent identified themselves as 

traditional students and six or thirty percent identified themselves as non-traditional students. 

The class covers elementary 2D design (soft skills) and basic Adobe CS software (hard skills). It 

is a required class by Graphic Design majors and is also offered as a ‘service class’, i.e.—non-



majors can take it to fulfill computer proficiency and/or art course requirements. The class 

consisted of twelve graphic design majors and eight non-majors. The diversity of students in 

terms of majors and their standing in college further adds to the complexity of teaching art and 

design in classes like this. It intensifies the disparity between skills level of students and their 

learning styles.  

If the faculty focuses on either one of the soft or hard design skills it is usually at the 

expense of the other. Depending upon a faculty’s personal strength and preference they may 

focus only on teaching either soft or hard design skills and leave the other on students to ‘self-

learn’.  

Research Phase: 

As written above given the contact hours available for a course during the semester it is 

difficult to balance teaching both soft and hard design skills. The question is how does one 

balance teaching the two skills?  

The author has been asking this question to himself and his colleagues since he started 

teaching design about a decade ago. He read several literatures on how learning happens and 

experimented with different teaching strategies and technologies (The National Research Council 

1999). Most of the literature and personal experimentation indicated the following—effective 

learning happens when the learners are engaged and it is enhanced when the learner sees its 

potential applications and implications. 

It was also found that soft design skills are best taught during student teacher face-to-face 

interaction—through sharing and analyzing examples, critiquing or discussing students’ work, 



case studies, class discussions, emphasizing conceptual understanding, having students apply 

their conceptual understanding, etc. Thus a classroom setting facilitates teaching soft design 

skills in an effective manner. On the other hand hard design skills are taught best in an 

environment that lends itself well to practice, repetition and learning by doing. ELearning 

provides such an environment along with giving students the option to learn at their own pace. It 

also encourages students to become life-long learners (Gould, 2003).  This is especially 

important as new technology or newer versions of design software are introduced frequently, 

requiring students to constantly upgrade their skills. If a course or teaching method requires them 

to become life-long learners then it is easier for them to learn the new technology on their own, 

especially after graduating from college. This helps them in staying abreast with the dynamic and 

ever changing graphic design and multimedia field and always having current and market 

relevant skill set. Hence a blend of face-to-face and ELearning or a hybrid course is required to 

teach hard and soft design skills in a balanced way. (Lloyd-Smith, 2010) 

Keeping this in perspective the author started researching available options for teaching 

hard design skills using ELearning. Websites such as lynda.com (http://www.lynda.com) were 

examined as teaching options. They provide video based tutorials to help one learn software or 

acquire technical skills. Learners have to subscribe to the service and pay recurring fees to learn 

software. The fee goes up further if learners want to learn multiple software. In Fall 2008, 

students in were assigned these movies to supplement in-class demonstrations (University of 

Wisconsin at Whitewater, ACINDP 151: Intro to Multimedia Aesthetics). “It is passive. I miss 

the constant help and feedback from the instructor.” (Student Sample 1)—was a common 

feedback received from the students regarding these tutorial movies.  

 The students had to watch the movie, take notes with it and then try to practice the 



lessons by using the notes. Otherwise the students had to watch a couple of steps, stop the movie, 

repeat the steps on their files, start the movie again, watch a couple more steps, stop the movie 

again and repeat the steps on their files. Students found alternating between the movies and their 

files in this fashion confusing, frustrating and ineffective. Many times they also found that the 

movies did not directly relate to the project at hand or they had to watch multiple movies to get a 

part of the project done. In their evaluation comments students wrote: 

  “Though the tutorials are helpful… going back and forth between the movie and my file 

is frustrating.” (Student Sample 2) 

 

“It skipped an important step... when I try to do this myself it doesn’t give me the same 

result.” (Student Sample 3) 

 

 “If there is a way that we can click on the video rather than switching between movies 

and working files that will be really helpful.” (Student Sample 4) 

Setting Up Goals and Criteria: 

The last comment from a student led the author to explore ways in which he could create 

interactive tutorials. Tutorials that simulate software and require students to actively participate 

in the learning process. They should also give constant feedback to the students—what they are 

doing right or what they are doing wrong, and how to correct what they are doing wrong.  

A wish list of goals and criteria was developed for the envisioned tutorials, including:  

• The tutorials should be hands-on and thus engaging. Creating interactive and 



immersive tutorials should greatly enhance the learning and retention of skills.  

• The tutorials should be customized to the needs of the specific course and UW-

Whitewater students (where the writer teaches). Depending upon the course and 

lesson the tutorials should integrate software learning with solving simple and 

complex design problems. This would help students learn the techniques as well 

as ways to apply these techniques in their design projects. Research says that, 

students learn better when they can make the connection between what they are 

learning and its application in the real world. These tutorials should surely assist 

in making that connection. (The National Research Council 1999).  

• Different chapters or modules of these online tutorials should be created to teach 

the required skills on piecemeal basis.  

• Tests or interactive quizzes should also be developed (after every chapter), to 

ensure the understanding and acquisition of the requisite skills by the students. 

Students with higher skill level should have the option to test out or bypass one or 

more of the chapters. This would ensure that students with all skill-levels are 

accommodated in the course, which is presently one of the biggest challenges for 

teaching hard design skills.  

• Students should be able to repeat these tutorials as many times as required within 

or outside the classroom. They should be able to learn technical skills on-demand 

and at their own pace.  

• These tutorial movies should be delivered in a universal or platform independent 



format, i.e.— they can be used by both Mac and PC users (two of the most 

common platforms). 

Development/ Execution Phase: 

In Fall 2008, funding was obtained through Curricular Redesign and Emerging 

Technology Grant provided by the Learning Technology Development Council, University of 

Wisconsin System. One of the requirements of the grant was that the research projects had to be 

undertaken as collaboration between two or more University of Wisconsin System (UW System) 

campuses. Hence partnership was sought throughout the UW System. Finally an agreement was 

entered into between UW-Whitewater (where the author teaches) and UW-Green Bay to 

collaborate on the research project. 

Research was conducted to find out what sort of application or technology could be used 

to create tutorials that would meet all or most of the criteria set forth. After experimenting with 

different applications Adobe Captivate was found to be the most capable of developing the 

conceived interactive tutorials.  

Existing Graphic design courses were evaluated and a course to be used for the pilot 

interactive tutorials was selected. An in-depth study of Adobe Captivate was undertaken and then 

a plan for the entire course was created. The course was broken into lessons/ modules, and a 

number of interactive tutorials within each module. The sequence of tutorials and content for 

each tutorial was also developed. Three sample tutorials were created to test on different 

platforms, resolutions, and computers, to establish ways that would make them universally 

accessible. Other formal aspects like navigation, text, fonts, colors, etc. of the tutorials were also 

experimented with. 

Based on these trials a standard template was developed for the tutorials. Ten model 



interactive tutorials were developed and tested by a sample group consisting of both students and 

faculty on both the participating campuses. Based upon feedback from the sample group and 

observations made by the author and the co-investigator, the template and model interactive 

tutorials were refined. 

Afterwards a pilot module was developed. Several new interactive tutorials were created, 

merged and sequenced to work as one cohesive unit within this module. Plan for an assessment 

structure was also developed. A test or interactive quiz to assess the student’s understanding of 

the course material for the pilot module was created. 

Subsequently the pilot module was offered to students in an existing course (Spring 2009, 

University of Wisconsin at Whitewater, ACINDP 151: Intro to Multimedia Aesthetics). Student 

feedback was sought for the effectiveness of interactive tutorials apart from the efficacy of the 

entire course. Among other things—learning objectives, delivery through D2L (course 

management system), intuitiveness of interactive elements, ease of use, etc. were part of the 

assessment criteria for the tutorials. Enhancements were made to the module based on this 

assessment. 

Finally tutorials were created for the entire course and offered to the students in multiple 

courses in Fall 2009. These tutorials simulated the software application and required student 

interaction at each step. Students had to click on menus or select tools the same way they would 

when they would be working in the software. They provided constant feedback to students about 

whether they took the correct action or not. Students could also access hints if they got stuck at a 

step. Unless a student successfully performed the required action in a step, the tutorial would not 

move to the next step. (http://facstaff.uww.edu/wadhwag/tutorials)  

 



Assessment Phase: 

A mix of formative and summative assessment was used to assess the tutorials. A sample 

test was developed to assess the teaching of a module. It helped in assessing students learning 

and retention of that chapter. After the students had gone through the tutorials they were 

requested to fill out a feedback form regarding their experience using the tutorials. The feedback 

form, in-class observation by the instructor, and discussions with the students helped in getting 

feedback on the accessibility, usability and content of the tutorials. 

The students overwhelmingly found the tutorials to be beneficial. When asked “Did you 

find the tutorials helpful in your understanding of the software”: Ninety six percent (96%) 

students clicked yes; three percent (3%) clicked no and 96%; and one percent (1%) did not 

comment.  

They also preferred learning through a blend of face-to-face and online techniques. When 

asked “Which teaching format would best work for a design class like this one?” Eighty six 

percent (86%) clicked on—Mix of face-to-face and online instruction; ten percent (10%) clicked 

on—Only face-to-face instruction; and four percent (4%) clicked on—Only online instruction.  

The tutorials helped in imparting both soft and hard design skills in a balanced way, thus 

leading the students to acquire holistic design skills. As the students had the opportunity to learn 

the applications using the tutorials online (outside the class), more class time could be devoted to 

teaching and discussing design principles, typography, how to stir emotions through design, etc. 

Additional time was also available for critiques, discussions, brainstorming and refinement of 

design concepts. As a result, the students produced better quality design solutions and projects. 

More class time:  Before using tutorials  After using tutorials 



Teaching Hard Design Skills:  55%  25% 

Teaching Soft Design Skills:   45%  75% 

As the above data shows, time spent on teaching hard design skills went down from fifty 

five percent (55%) to twenty five percent (25%)—a reduction of thirty percent (30%). This led to 

increase in time spent on teaching soft design skills by the same amount, i.e.—thirty percent 

(30%). 

All the other criteria set forth for the tutorials were also met. The tutorials were designed 

keeping in mind the specific needs of UW-Whitewater and UW-Green Bay students. They 

merged software learning with solving elementary and advanced design problems. Thus the 

students learnt the required technical skills as well as their applications in both classroom-based 

and real-life design projects. It assisted students in making the connection between classroom (or 

online) teaching and their real world applications. As the tutorials were problem-centered rather 

than content-centered they increased student motivation and their eagerness to learn as well. 

The tutorials also helped facilitate self-directed learning amongst students. They allowed 

for non-linear learning and gave students the option to select a path that best suited their specific 

learning needs. The instructor was able to guide and help students into the self-directed learning 

mode during their class meetings. During the initial stages of the class the instructor had the 

students take some of the ELearning chapters within the traditional classroom setting. This gave 

students confidence and encouraged them to become self-directed learners. Consequently 

students were easily able to move on to acquiring hard-design skills on their own in an online 

setting. 



The tutorials simulated real software, making the teachings interactive and engaging. The 

students found it better than the previous methods that were used in the class before, like—one-

time demonstrations, notes, etc. They also found them to be more effective than learning through 

tutorial movies (on websites such as lynda.com), which offer only a passive way of learning. 

The students seemed to better understand and retain the teachings. They asked fewer 

technology related questions than before. Usually students ask a lot of such questions around the 

end of the class, as retaining what was taught during the initial stages of the course can be 

arduous for students. 

D2L (course management system) provides analysis and reports of each student’s 

progress. Faculty can find out information like: the number of times a student went over a 

tutorial and how much time did they spend on it per visit. This gives the faculty a fair idea about 

the ease or difficulty a specific student is having with a specific tutorial. The faculty can 

supplement the tutorials by a personal one-on-one session if a student is having trouble with a 

concept. Use of these analytics makes the teaching even more effective, and utilizes the time in 

the best way. 

During the first phase of the development of the tutorials, students who were non-majors 

and were taking the course for General Education or General Art credits, found some of the 

tutorials to be lengthy and time consuming. Subsequently these bigger tutorials were broken 

down into smaller modules. The completion of smaller sequential modules helped in motivating 

students to complete the longer chapter and the entire course. Sample tests were developed to 

ensure that students acquired the requisite skills in the correct manner. Students with previous 

experience were able to test out or bypass one or more chapters. Checking off tutorials that they 



had undertaken increased students’ self-confidence. Thus it acted as an internal motivator to 

complete the tutorials and projects.  

Students with nascent skills are usually afraid to ask questions or ask the instructor to 

repeat a demo step. On the other hand students with higher skill level are bored as they find the 

pace of the tutorial to be slow. Students were able to repeat these tutorials within or outside the 

classroom as many times as they wanted to (see data below, D2L analytics, Fall 2009). As the 

students could learn on demand, at their own pace and at their own level, it ensured that students 

with different skill-levels were well accommodated. 

Average Number of Times Students Assessed a Tutorial: 

On an average went over the tutorials 4 or more times:  33% 

On an average went over the tutorials 3 times:   52% 

On an average went over the tutorials 2 times:  8% 

On an average went over the tutorials 1 times:  5% 

Did not go over the tutorials:      2% 

The tutorials were delivered in swf (flash movie) format that could be accessed on any 

web browser. This made them platform independent and universally accessible, i.e.—they could 

be accessed on either a Mac or a PC. Students found the navigation structure to be simple and 

easy to understand and follow, making the tutorials user-friendly and intuitive. The tutorials were 

delivered through D2L (a course management system). This made it easy to integrate the 

tutorials in the existing course structure and making them an integral component of the course. 

Excerpts From Student Feedback: 

“It was like you were sitting with me and teaching me one-on-one” (Student Sample 1) 



“The direct relationship between the tutorials and the projects made it really easy to apply 

the learning and get an in-depth understanding of the concept.” (Student Sample 2) 

“It was like learning to ride a bicycle with training wheels.” (Student Sample 3) 

“I loved the simulation. You had to click on menus or stuff like you would actually do in 

Photoshop. Great! When I started working on class projects, I already knew what to do and 

where to click.” (Student Sample 4) 

“It takes me time to learn a computer software. I could go over the tutorial again and 

again without holding up the class.” (Student Sample 5) 

“The tutorial will not move to the next step unless I succeeded in the present step. This 

made sure that I correctly learnt the technique.” (Student Sample 6) 

“Towards the end of the course, I needed to refresh some of the techniques taught at the 

beginning of the class. Having access to the tutorials made it really easy to do so. Wish that other 

faculty and teacher also create similar tutorials for their classes.” (Student Sample 7) 

Limitations: 

Creating these interactive tutorials is a time consuming and labor intensive process. They 

require constant creation i.e.—whenever a new version of a software is launched new interactive 

tutorials would have to be made. As software are launched frequently a rapid production of these 

tutorials is required to keep up with them. Faculty with their full-teaching loads may not be able 

to find time to keep updating the interactive tutorials with that frequency. 

 

 



Looking Ahead: 

Most of the suggestions and observations from the initial phase were incorporated into 

the second generation of tutorials. For example—suggestion like having both voice-over and text 

of the voice-over on the slide were included in the final tutorials. Some of the students also 

requested for printouts or a pdf file of the text. These would be made available to the students 

when these tutorials are used in the future.  

The possibilities and implications of this project are endless. Opportunities to implement 

these tutorials in an online course or creating a bank of such tutorials (to be used by the 

department, college, university or the entire University of Wisconsin System) are being explored. 

Delivery of these tutorials through mobile devices and tablets is also being assessed. 

 

Conclusion: 

Flavin wrote in his paper “E-Learning Advantages in a Tough Economy”, good 

classroom teachers have always blended methods, incorporating reading, writing, discussion, 

audio/film, projects and practice. Using the right teaching method, in the right situation and for 

the right purpose, should be a guiding design principle of all exemplary instructors (2001). 

A hybrid design course offers the best of both worlds—it has the social interaction and 

instructor guidance aspect of a face-to-face class; and elasticity, adaptability, self-pace and self-

direction of an online course. Live and direct communication between faculty and students is the 

best way to teach soft design skills therefore face-to-face meetings can focus on teaching soft 

design skills. As ‘learning by doing’ is the best way to learn hard design skills, eLearning 

components lend themselves well to teaching them. A blended or hybrid instruction aids in 



creating a balance between teaching hard and soft design skills. Having a balanced skill set helps 

students to perform better in the classroom as well as their future workplace. 

The research project achieved its goals and addressed the needs and issues which were set 

forth. These interactive tutorials have providing a great tool in aiding classroom instructions. 

They not only improved the quality of design education but also the quality and quantity of 

student learning and work. 

 

Reference: 

Davis, Barbara Gross. Wood, Lynn. Wilson, Robert C. (1983). A Berkeley Compendium of 
Suggestions for Teaching with Excellence 

Flavin, S. (2001). “E-learning advantages in a tough economy”. In Why blended learning? What 
makes this model so effective? 
 
Gould, T. (2003). Hybrid classes: Maximizing institutional resources and student learning. 
Proceedings of the 2003 ASCUE Conference, Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. 
 
Lloyd-Smith, Laura. (2010). Exploring the Advantages of Blended Instruction at Community 
Colleges and Technical Schools, Bellefonte, PA 16823 USA 
 
Lynda.com. http://www.lynda.com. 
 
The National Research Council. (1999). How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience, and 
School. Committee on Developments in the Science of Learning: Bransford, John D. Brown, 
Ann L. and Cocking, Rodney R. Editors; with additional material from the Committee on 
Learning Research and Educational Practice: Donovan, Suzanne M. Bransford, John D. and 
Pellegrino James W. Editors. Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education. 
National Research Council. NATIONAL ACADEMY PRESS, Washington, D.C. 


