
Please find the seventeen principles and suggestions below. The primary source from which these principles were derived is based on the research reviews of Malcolm Fleming and W. Howard Levie. These principles are used widely in DSA’s workshops and custom consulting projects. 

	
	Design Principles

Message Design



	
	

	
	“Instructional message design refers to the process of manipulating, or planning for the manipulation of, a pattern of signs and symbols that may provide conditions for learning.”6
Malcolm Fleming and W. Howard Levie



	
	Message design research findings from the behavioral and cognitive sciences have been synthesized into a set of generalizations expressed as principles. These principles have proven to be of considerable use to those who are developing or evaluating learning materials.

As you design instructional programs, apply message design principles to enhance the clarity and presentation of your instructional materials.


6Fleming, Malcolm and Levie, W. Howard.  Instructional Message Design: Principles from the Behavioral and Cognitive Sciences.  Educational Technology Publications: Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1993.

	
	Instructional Message Design Principles

	
	

	Overview
	The following 17 principles of instructional message design are excerpts from a compilation of design principles reflecting decades of educational research.



	1.
	The more clearly we perceive an object, person, event or relationship, the better we remember it.

Keep it neat and uncluttered.

	2.
	We perceive selectively.

Reduce irrelevant stimuli.

Highlight what the person should be looking at.

Reduce outside distractions.

	3.
	Perception is partly physical. There are load limits.

Don’t overload channels.

	4.
	The speed and accuracy of our perceptions are influenced by the organization of what we perceive.

Organize your message clearly.

	5.
	We perceive what we expect to perceive.

Let the learner know what she/he should see.

	6.
	We have a mechanism called perceptual defense. It reduces our ability to perceive things we dislike or consider threatening.

Handle potential threats positively.

	7.
	Color and shade attract attention.

Color critical elements or shade them differently from the others.

	8.
	Complexity draws attention.

Simplify the background.

	9.
	We remember objects and pictures better than their names.
Show objects and pictures.

	10.
	New learners learn better if you move from concrete to abstract.

Start with clear, familiar examples before moving to generalizations.

	11.
	Simple line drawings are easier for beginners than photos.

Start with simple drawings.

	12.
	The most effective instruction combines pictures and words.

Use both—together.

	13.
	We perceive up to about seven items at a glance. Five is a more reliable figure.

Display items in clusters of five.

Display like items together. (For example, This:  @@@@@  $$$$$  %%%%%; Not this:  ?@(#(%*@^!@)

	14.
	Captions direct attention, help interpretation and increase retention.

Use captions on illustrations.

	15.
	We perceive objects more clearly when they are placed in contrast with other objects (e.g., we can spot a pine tree more easily among a group of maples).

Set examples against backgrounds of non-examples.

	16.
	We perceive, remember, and learn from active sentences better than passive sentences.

Avoid the passive voice.

	17.
	We remember the first and last parts of a message better than the middle.

Place the important parts of the message at the beginning and the end.
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