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Chapter 2: An ABCD Stragtegy for Instructional Design 
 

Chapter terms 
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Audience 
Behavior 
 

Catalyst 
Condition 
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Degree of 
Achievement 
 

Effectiveness 
Efficiency 
Learner 
Point A 
 

Point B 
Project Runway 
Usability 
Visualize 
Visualization 
 

 
 
 

 
Chapter Introduction 

 
The previous chapter introduced the need for learning environments that foster creative 
thinking and the ability to solve problems. The chapter also stressed the importance of 
instructional design and meaningful learning. This chapter introduces an ABCD model 
(see Figure 1) to guide design of learning environments that require learners to 
participate in problem solving of a creative and often visual  nature. You will use this 
model to develop two types of instruction: 1) instruction that requires reading, listening, 
or finding information and 2) instruction that requires creating something, often using 
problem solving or higher order thinking skills.  
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Figure 1: ABCD Visualization Model 
 

An ABCD Visualization Model  
 
Four goals, each representing one of the letters of the ABCD model, help you stimulate 
learning and creative thinking.  These goals define good learning experiences as ones 
that: 
 
A. Target the critical information and experiences needed by the audience (the learner) 
B. Involve clear access to information and opportunities for construction of meaning 
C. Provide scaffolds that support understanding and learner interaction  
D. Are continually tested for usability  
 
 
Before going further it is important to point out that working with ABCD is not 
straightforward.  The triangle shape of ABCD is used to help you see the interactive 
nature of learning environments. We spend the remainder of this book helping you 
understand how to work with ABCD.  
 
To begin, think of each of the ABCD letters as variables. Variables are elements that 
change. Creating good learning experiences is a complicated process that involves 
attention to ABCD variables that continuously interact. Your job is to observe each of 
these variables and make decisions based on your observations.  
 
A cooking metaphor might help you understand variables and their interaction. We will 
use a chicken soup example. Below you see the ingredients in chicken soup. 
 

Shredded cooked chicken 
Sautéed mushrooms 
Uncooked rice 
Lemon juice 
Salt and pepper to taste 
Chicken broth 
 

Think of the quantity of each ingredient as a variable. The amount of chicken, 
mushrooms, rice, lemon juice, salt, pepper and chicken broth is not specified in the 
ingredient list above. All of the ingredients together make soup, and both art and 
science can be involved in working with those ingredients. A science orientation 
specifies exact quantities for each ingredient, as in: 
 

1 cup shredded cooked chicken 
1 cup sautéed mushrooms 
1/2 cup uncooked rice 
4 Tablespoons lemon juice  
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1/2 teaspoon salt 
1/2 teaspoon pepper 
5 cups chicken broth 

 
An art orientation leaves room for the cook’s decisions, as in: 
  

1- 2 cups shredded cooked chicken 
1- 2 cups sautéed mushrooms 
1/2 cup – 1 cup uncooked rice 
Lemon juice from one large lemon 
Salt and pepper to taste 
Enough chicken broth to cover all ingredients, adjust according to how much 
liquid you prefer 

 
 
A good cook will mix both the science and art approaches. For example, they may think 
1/2 teaspoon of salt does not provide enough flavor, so they increase the amount to 1 
teaspoon. They might have only 1/4 cup of mushrooms on hand so they increase the 
amount of rice to make up for the lack of mushrooms. Maybe the chicken they are using 
has been pre-seasoned and neither salt nor pepper are needed. 
 
The interaction of the variables is very important in chicken soup, regardless of art or 
science orientation. A gestalt is achieved, or the sum of all the individual ingredients 
together is greater than the sum of each ingredient alone. You might serve all of the 
soup ingredients un-mixed and present a plate with shredded chicken in one spot, 
sautéed mushrooms in another spot, and so on. The plate version of chicken soup 
would not be as satisfying as the soup version when the ingredients are mixed together 
to create a careful balance of flavors and textures.  
 
A good learning experience achieves a similar gestalt from all of the ABCD elements. 
How you determine the mix of ABCD depends upon the composition of the learning 
variables. If you have a group of learners (the audience) that are deaf or hard of hearing 
then you would want to find several ways to present information, perhaps avoiding a 
lecture. As a designer you learn to change your manipulation of ABCD variables to 
stimulate learning just as the cook adjusts soup ingredients for flavor. 
 
The reason instructional design is considered an art and a science is that we know that 
all four variables must be considered, but we do not know how the variables will interact. 
As instructional designers we carefully adjust and balance the instructional strategy we 
use for the characteristics of our learners. We identify learning goals based on the 
needs of the learners. We evaluate outcomes based on how our unique learners met 
the goals that were specified. We evaluate not only how well the learners performed but 
how well we were able to integrate the ABC: the audience, the outcome we desire for 
them, and the catalysts of strategy we employ. 
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The Rocket Science model shows the ABCD considerations using a balance (see 
Figure 2) to account for the interaction of ABCD variables. Notice how the words “must 
align” are part of the image. As instructional designers you want to get the ABCD to 
balance, and this is not easy (notice the trash can and the “writes” and “rewrites” text in 
Figure 2).  
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
Figure 2:  Working with ABCD variables 
 
It will help you if you can think of yourself as a researcher or a detective. You ask 
yourself continually what is the nature of  each A B C D variable? How do you work with 
them to ignite learning? 
 
This chapter presents five strategies to help you work with ABCD by explaining:  

1) the meaning of variables ABCD,  
2) the meaning of the triangle shape, 
3) an iconic representation of variables ABCD, 
4) Project Runway visual metaphor for ABCD,and 
5) a visualization assignment to create your own visual ABCD metaphor. 

 
The Meaning of Variables ABCD 

 
Variable A stands for audience need, and refers to the learner (see Figure 3), the 
person who participates in your instructional experience. What does your learner really 
need to know, do and feel?  When you think of the A variable you think of clean access 
to critical information. Access and critical are the important words in the sentence 
above, because getting a learner to interact with the right information, easily, is the 
overall goal, and it is often challenging. Figuring out the critical information involves 
adding and subtracting information based on each learner’s needs.  
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Figure 3: Audience refers to learners and what they need to know, do, or feel 
 
 
 
 
Variable B stands for the behavior the learning environment elicits (see Figure 4) . This 
variable focuses on the outcome of the learning experience. Because this book focuses 
on teaching and learning visually the outcome is visual. You help the learner see or 
access information (information visualization) and visually construct information 
(knowledge visualization). 
 

 
Figure 4: Behavior refers to the outcome of the experience 
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Variable C stands for the catalysts you embed in the learning environment. These 
catalysts require learner thinking and visualization with critical content or problems. 
Notice the words “interacts with” and the types of interactions (e.g., “other learners”, 
“content” “teacher/instructor” and “interface). As an instructional designer you create a 
learning environment that looks and functions like the learner's future performance 
environment.  How the learner interacts in the learning environment now must have a 
relationship to their future and what the future demands (see Figure 5). 
 

 
 
Figure 5: Catalysts for learning 
 
Variable D stands for degree of success that you formatively and summatively 
measure by usability testing Variable D helps you figure out the other variables; A, B 
and C. As you observe learners in the environment, are modifications needed to 
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facilitate learning?  Variable D consists of questions that address effectiveness, 
efficiency and appeal of information. See Figure 6.  
 

 
 
Figure 6: Variable D, degree of success, is represented by usability testing for 
effectiveness, efficiency, and appeal. 
 
Formative and summative evaluation is important for usability testing. Figure 7 uses the 
image of a chef to explain formative evaluation (assessing one’s product while one is 
creating it) and summative evaluation (assessing one’s product by observing the 
reactions of users). 
 

 
 
Figure 7: A chef and soup metaphor for formative and summative evaluation 
 
When you create instruction you act like a chef. You try to figure out how students are 
doing now, with your instruciton, while they are using it. When you assess your 
instruction while it is used you are formatively evaluating. The chef tastes the soup, you 
think about your class and how things are going.  
 
After students have used your instruction you try to figure out how well the instruction 
worked overall. You assess it after the fact. The chef determines how much people liked 
the soup, you try to determine how much people liked or benefited from your instruction. 
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The Meaning of the Triangle Shape 
 

ABCD has a visual meaning as well, to help you visualize both the learners’ path and 
your own. Think of Point A, Point B, the intervention C, and D over everything when you 
observe the ABCD image. 
 
A represents Point A, the start of the learner path. Point A represents where a learner is 
prior to an instructional experience, at a point of need. Point A depicts where we as 
learning environment designers start, where the learner is. As you see in Figure 8, Point 
A shows a learner with a question mark, a need for understanding or information. 
 
Let’s take this class and book as an example. You are at Point A right now. You have a 
need for learning about instructional design. The instructional design class may be a 
requirement in your degree program, or may be a class you want to take to learn more 
about creating instruction. 

 
 

Figure 8. The Audience, Point A 
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B represents Point B, the goal, the end of a path, the outcome. Figure 9 shows Point B 
as a light bulb, a symbol for understanding and sight; Point B represents where the 
learner will be when they complete the instruction. 
 
Let’s return to the example of this class and book. Point B represents your instructional 
design skills at the end of the semester. As the professor of the class and author of this 
textbook I have goals that I want you to achieve during the semester. These goals 
represent Point B for me, and, they represent Point B for you.  

 
 

Figure 9: The Behavior, Point B 
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C represents the gap between Point A and Point B. This C shape represents the 
learning environment and the elements we introduce or provide in that environment to 
stimulate learning. C  (see Figure 10) represents the condition of the environment, the 
catalysts for new thinking and experiences, and interventions that move people from a 
need to a point of understanding. 
 
Returning to our class and textbook example, Variable C represents all of the readings 
and assignments that you will complete as you move through the semester. In your 
Blackboard class site you have seven units of instruction. Within each unit are several 
activities that you must complete in order to understand important topics. These units 
represent Variable C. The readings, discussions, projects, and activities are catalysts 
for learning. They are conditions of learning, and they are the context of learning.  
 

 
 

Figure 10: The Catalyst, Context, Condition (the Intervention) 
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The D variable represents decisions and assessments made during design of the 
learning environment. Visualize D as "over" A, B, and C. Figure 11 represents overall 
assessment of A, B, and C decisions. The D shape is placed over A, B, and C because 
it takes all three into consideration over the course of design and assessment activities. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 11: Degree of Achievement 

 
Using this class and text as an example, Point D represents quizzes, graded projects, 
and an accumulation of data I collect related to class ease or usability. As the designer 
of the class I assess how well each student reached Variable B, the outcome. I set up 
criteria that helps me assess how well students learnerd. In this class you will have a 
final project rubric that represents Point D. The rubric  allows me to evaluate how much 
you understand instructional design. I also have a rubric that allows me to evaluate your 
experience with the class. I seek feedback in course evaluations and by asking you 
questions about your experiences while you are taking part in instruction. 
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For example, when I asked you what type of Blackboard interface you prefered in a 
previous unit (see Figure 11b), I was formatively assessing the class. I wanted to know 
if I could make the class easier to access.  
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The scalable or fractal nature of ABCD 
Variables A, B, C, and D together represent one objective (see Figure  12a). This figure 
shows a color-coded objective to explain each variable. Green represents variable A, 
red represents variable C, yellow represents variable B, and blue represents variable D. 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 12a: Diagram of one objective 
 
 
 
Figure 12b shows how lesson or unit is composed of several objectives.  
 

 
 

Figure 12b: Diagram of a lesson or unit 
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Figure 12c shows how a collection of lessons or units makes up an entire curriculum. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 12c: Diagram of a curriculum  
 
 
The point being made here is … If you can create a solid objective (you have all four 
ABCD variables, and those variables balance, or work together effectively) you have 
the skills needed for creating lessons, units, even curriciulums. ABCD variables 
are the core elements of instructional design. Take the time to learn how how to work 
with variables A, B, C, and D because it will pay off as you create larger and more 
indepth instruction. As Figures 12 a, b, and c suggest, all you do is stack together 
objectives. Instructional design at its core is the stacking (or sequincing and designing) 
of A, B, C, and D variables. If you can get those four variables to interact optimally for 
one objective you also can get several variables to create a lesson, then a curriculum. 
 
You combine several objectives to make a lesson. You stack several lessons together 
to make a curriculum. ABCD is in other words, scalable. When you have more 
instructional content to cover you have more ABCD elements in the learning 
environment. You can also think of ABCD as a fractal unit. A fractal has a repetitive 
nature, it is something that has a self similar structure regardles of scale. The ABCD 
variables of a single objective are likewise the core variables of an entire curriculum.   
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If the meaning of A, B, C and D and their interaction is not clear to you now, don't worry. 
You are at Point A, the beginning. The chapters ahead should help you understand the 
importance of balancing A, B, C, and D variables. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 13: An iconic representation of the ABCD variables 
 

 
As the coming chapters will show, within the ABCD elements of an objective are a 
number of symbols (see Figure 13).You see a dumbbell and concept map image within 
the A triangle. You see an eye icon and a pencil icon within the B triangle. You see a 
stair steps and four overlapping circles within the C triangle. You see an uppercase and 
bold E, a lowercase and italicized e, and an artistically expressed A within the D 
triangle. Each of these symbols has a larger meaning in a learning environment. Let's 
return to the criteria that make up ABCD . 
 
 
Targeting critical information and experiences 
The statement to target critical information and experiences needed is represented by 
the dumbbell and concept map.  The dumbbell represents the weight of information in 
learner memory and how you, as the learning environment designer, work with that 
weight. The Audience chapter ahead introduces cognitive load theory to help you create 
environments that have the right information, and the right amount of information. You 
determine the "right" information based on learner need. A concept map helps you 
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identify Point A, where the learner is, and Point B, where the learner needs to be. The 
Variable A chapter ahead will decribe strategies for targeting critical information and 
experiences. 
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Requiring efficient access to information and opportunities for constructing and 
generating meaning 
The statement to require efficient access to information and opportunities for  
construction of information is represented by the eye icon and the stylus (pencil) icon. 
These two icons represent two types of learning outcomes. Access outcomes (the eye 
symbol) are in effect when a learner “gets” information, either by seeing, listening, 
reading, observing, etc. Generate or construct outcomes are in effect when the learner 
creates something. They can create a picture, an essay, or any representation of the 
knowledge they are building. Both of these outcomes are very important. Clear access 
to information is often a prerequisit to deeper learning (learning evidenced by the 
creation of something … such as meaning, a drawing, an argument, a dance, etc.) The 
Variable B chapter ahead will decribe how you create learner outcome goals in the 
forms of information access and construction or generation of meaning. 
 
Provide scaffolds that support understanding and learner interaction  
The statement to provide scaffolds to support understanding and learner interaction is 
represented by the stair step icon, and four overlapping circles to represent four types of 
learner interactions.  
 
Your environment must provide support to lead the learner towards understanding. At 
the most basic level, a scaffold (shown as stair steps with the letters d, i, and k), will 
present or provide sequenced steps, such as: 

• Step 1, access to data;  
• Step 2, the opportunity to think about, practice with, or use that data in a way that 

creates meaning, or information; 
• Step 3, the opportunitiy for the learner to move information into the realm of 

knowledge.  
 
You can substitute the “steps” with other sequences. For example, instead of a data, 
information, knowledge sequence of steps, you might instead use a presentation, 
practice, create sequence. You present (show or tell) something to the learner. Next, 
you provide opportunities for learmer interaction and practice. Last, you require  the 
learner to create or generate something that represents meaning gained from the 
presentation sequence, and the practice sequence.  
 
When you introduce content carefully, sequenced for greater understanding, you are 
essentially scaffolding the learning. You are building something that will support the 
learner as they move from one point of understanding to a greater point of 
understanding. 
 
Four types of learner interaction help the learner move through the stair steps: learner to 
content (source of data), learner to environment or interface (perhaps a tool that helps 
the learner access information), learner to learner (collaborative and cooperative 
learning experiences with others), and learner to facilitator (yourself or someone else 
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who is there to guide the learner). The Variable C chapter ahead will decribe strategies 
optimally sequencing and scaffolding learner understanding. 
 
Continually tested for usability 
The statement that learning environments are continually tested for usability is 
represented by the EeA icon, representing formative and summative testing of the 
learning environments effectiveness, efficiency, and appeal. As a learning environment 
designer you are dedicated to presenting the right information, the right amount of 
information, and an experience that gives the learner confidence and satisfaction. The 
Variable D chapter ahead will decribe strategies for assessing effectiveness, efficiency, 
and appeal. 
 

A Project Runway visual metaphor for ABCD 
 

Let's help you visualize a good learning environment. What does a learning experience 
that reflects each of the ABCD variables look like? Because ABCD are variables, a good 
learning experience will look very different depending on the nature of ABC and D.  
 
We will use a Project Runway metaphor to help you visualize a strong learning 
experience and environment. There are many other possible examples to use, but 
Project Runway is a good metaphor because it clearly addresses ABC and D variables 
and how they can change, and work together to create meaningful learning. Try to 
follow the Project Runway example, even if you do not understand or care about fashion 
design and models.  You can apply the elements that make up a great learning 
experience like project runway to other rich learning environments such as Girl Scout 
camp, or Boy Scout camp, or other reality TV show similar to Project Runway.  
 
Project Runway is a televised reality show that has instructed, and entertained its 
audience and contestants for over a decade. Each season features 12 aspiring fashion 
designers as they compete for the chance to show their fashion line in New York City's 
exclusive Fashion Week. Episodes begin with a design challenge presented by Tim 
Gunn, the show's fashion consultant and educator. Each challenge is a competitive test 
that makes the designers problem solve, think diversely and creatively, and present a 
personal aesthetic.  Challenges take many forms, perhaps unusual materials are 
required (such as food from a grocery store), or limitations of time and resources are 
posed.  Designers are given an environment to create and display their work. They have 
sewing machines, cutting tables, models for draping, the advice of Tim Gunn available 
for their use. The fashion they create is judged by a team of experts. Each episode one 
designer wins the challenge and one or more designers are eliminated. By progressive 
elimination only three designers remain at the end of the season. These three designers 
compete against each other in a final high visibility, high stakes, real-world fashion 
event.  
 
The designers of Project Runway learn a variety of skills in the setting: 
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• They learn how to work with other designers 
• They learn how to work with project constraints (such as limited time and 

resources), and, among other skills 
• They learn the biases of the various judges. 

In short, the Project Runway experience helps them learn fashion design in the Real 
World.  
 

 
 

Figure 14: Project Runway and ABCD 
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Where do you see ABCD in Project Runway (see Figure 14)? We'll show you where we 
see ABCD in the Project Runway example below. 
 
A, the audience is the learner. Project Runways learners are the aspiring designers. The 
viewing audience represents learners as well, because they are able to watch, assess, 
and critique the work of the designers, and in the end are instructed and entertained. 
The instructional need is to provide designers with experiences that involve innovative 
thinking, creating with restrictions, flexibility with themselves, their models, and the 
deign process. Design challenges serve as a method of reducing cognitive load. Rather 
than make any design possible, resource limitations help the designers focus on the 
critical element, not the materials, or hours spent, but the underlying function, versatility, 
and aesthetic of their design. 
 
B, the behavior, is the visualization of a design in the form of sketches and the final 
creation of a garment. Designers on the show are often asked to start with an 
inspiration. For example, one episode challenged designers to use New York City 
architecture as inspiration. Designer sketched ideas before purchasing fabric. The 
winning garment was based on inspiration from New York's Chrysler building. 
 
C, the catalyst includes the verbal design challenge and the workroom.  Learners 
(designers) interact with a facilitator (Tim Gunn), other designers (they talk to each other 
and sometimes work in teams), and tools in that environment including sewing 
machines, cutting tables, and draping forms.  
 
You may notice the learner to content interaction is not prominent. Many times the only 
content the learners interact with is in the form of the project’s limitations, and of 
materials themselves, such as fabric, and thread, and perhaps the limitation of spending 
a maximum of $100 on materials. 
 
The data, information, knowledge progression takes place as designers work with: 
• data - a project specification (including its limitations), and raw materials  
• information - (a sketch or plan)  
• knowledge  (a final garment modeled on a runway).  

 
Sometimes data, information, knowledge are not clearly different. For our purposes 
consider both Information and knowledge as visualizations. Information visualization is 
considered the organization of data in a way that makes sense or has a logical order. 
Knowledge visualization is considered a personal understanding or expression of 
information. 
 
Learning environments do not always fall into a data, information, knowledge 
categories. When this is the case a presentation and practice strategy is suggested. 
The learner is presented with data or information, and is  then asked to practice, 
rehearse or elaborate. 
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D, the degree of achievement, is measured by the Project Runway judges, by 
designer’s interactions with other designers, by designer interactions with their models, 
and designer interactions with the program facilitator, Tim Gunn.  
 

Chapter Summary 
 
This chapter introduces an ABCD model to explain four interacting and critical elements 
of instructional design: audience, behavior, condition, and degree of success. The 
shape of the ABCD model is important because the shape represents the scalable 
nature of ABCD elements. Together ABCD represents objectives, instructional units and 
modules, curriculums, and so forth. The scalable nature is important because it 
suggests that an understanding of the ABCD relationships has wider implications for 
design.  
 
ABCD can be thought of as a process for moving people from Point A to Point B using a 
catalyst (letter C) that requires interaction with people, content, a facilitator, and a 
supportive environment. Determining the degree of learning experience success (letter 
D) is based on formative and summative evaluation measures. A Project Runway 
metaphor is used to describe the interaction of ABC and D for learning environments 
that require learners to construct meaning, often of a visual nature.  
 
Future chapter describe each of the ABCD variables in detail. The next chapter 
describes variable A, Audience. 
 

Chapter Discussion Activity 
 
Watch the movie “The Miracle Worker” and describe Variables A, B, C, and D in the 
movie by midnight the first Wednesday of this unit. Read everyone’s descriptions and 
share what you learned from others.  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=556xz3Mw7rw 
 

 
Chapter Analysis Activity 

 
Sketch or create an image that represents a good learning experience from your past. 
(You can use the same experience described in Unit 1). Show as many of the ABCD 
variables as possible in the image. Describe how each ABCD variable was experienced. 
Write one or two paragraphs summarizing your sketch or drawing.  
Here’s an example from the Best Learning Experience Activity of Unit 1. I described 
yoga as my best instructional experience. My description allowed me to see the 
following ABCD variables 
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Figure 15: Chapter Discussion Activity 

 

 
ABCD Experience 

 
A - the audience/learner is myself, the yoga student 
B - the behavior is the pose, I see the poses of others and visually model the pose for 
them as well. 
C - the catalyst is the verbal direction provided by the facilitator in real time and the 
chance to do each pose twice. Other learners doing yoga are also a catalyst. 
D - the degree of achievement is provided by the mirror image of myself, the verbal 
feedback from the teacher, and what I see other students doing. 

 
Description of experience 

 
Three aspects of yoga instruction make the experience effective: real time training, 
practice, and visual feedback.  Real time training means the training is taking place as 
the learner is learning. Each yoga position is accompanied by the facilitator's rich verbal 
description of the moves. For example, the warrior pose is one of 26 postures. The 
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facilitator describes the posture as the learner is doing the posture. "Bend until your 
thigh is parallel to the floor and the shape of your leg looks like an upside down L"  
 
Practice is facilitated by doing each move two times. The first move is described for a 
longer period of time. The learner does the move one time with much coaching. The 
second time (the practice run) the learner gets into the move more quickly, thereby 
holding the move for a longer and more physically beneficial time. 
 
Feedback is constant as well. The learners can look in the mirror to see themselves, 
and at the same time they see other learners in the room. Needed adjustments to 
posture are easier to recognize when the learners are able to compare the facilitator 
directions to their own and other's mirror images. 
 

Chapter Design Activity 
 
Now that you know a little bit more about Variables A, B, C, and D, rewrite one or two 
objectives for your big class project. Show us what you wrote during Unit 1, then show 
us how you think about the instruction now.  Write about Variables A, B, C, and D, but in 
much greater detail. If you decide to change your instructional project go ahead and 
describe the new project as well as how you will work with Variables A, B, C, and D. 
Use what you learn in this chapter to fully describe each variable. 


