
Empathy &
Design Thinking

How Becoming Student-Focused Improved UX, 
Busted Silos & Built Bridges

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Welcome to my presentation on empathy and a methodology called Design Thinking. ��I will talk about how we used these ideas to become more student-focused and how it improved the usability of our site and rebuilt bridges.



Organized a thousand disordered program pages

Overcame tense inter-team dynamics

Employed empathy for students and each other

Discovered a process called Design Thinking

This is the story of how we:
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This is really just a story about how my team and I inched our way through a student-focused process where we are able to:

✳ Organize over a thousand disorganized, mismatched and unclear program pages across seven colleges
✳ Overcome a rushed, tense and difficult transition for eight separate web teams
✳ Placed empathy at the core of our processes to better understand not only our students, but each other
✳ And discovered Design Thinking and how it could be used to “improve user experience, bust silos and build bridges.”



Assistant Director, Digital Experience
Dallas College

Luis Merino
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Before we begin, I’d just like to let you know a little bit about me. �
My name is Luis Merino and I’m currently the Assistant Director of Digital Experience at Dallas College in Dallas, Texas. ��✳ Before July 2020, however, we were known as the Dallas County Community College District. Though Dallas College is now a single accredited institution, before July, things operated a little differently.



Some Background…
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So, let me give you some background to our story so you can get a better understanding of where we were at and how we operated before we discovered Design Thinking.



DCCCD

7 independently 
accredited colleges

marketing depts

directors

web teams

2016
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Back in 2016, the Dallas County Community College District operated as a de-centralized system with seven independent colleges. 

✳ Because of that setup we had eight separate marketing departments, with eight different directors under eight different presidents, with their own agendas and web teams. And on top of that, they were all staffed and structured differently with varying skills and roles.



2016

8 websites with 
separate:

Language/style

Design/layout

Navigation

Content 
management 
systems

Servers 
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This also meant that we had eight completely different websites with different designs, navigation structures, content management systems, language, run on different servers. 



DCCCD

8 websites with 
separate:

Language/style

Design/layout

Navigation

Content 
management 
systems

Servers 

25%

2016
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So it's as if all of our teams were living in different houses, with different floor plans, materials, decorating styles, plumbing and electrical systems... ��For our house guests (the students), we saw how the inconsistencies could be confusing and frustrating, ✳  especially when a quarter of our students attend more than one college at a time.��✳ This is where we were at as a district in 2016. 



Fall 2016

Student experience 
study recommends 
alignment among 
websites

Move to one 
platform to serve all 
colleges and 
students
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The district had just completed and reported on an extensive student experience study that made the recommendation stop being college-centric and to put the needs of the students first.��Our chancellor and his leadership team decided it was time to bring alignment to all our websites, ✳ which meant moving them all to one central platform to better serve students and the community. Oh, and the directive included a deadline that was under six months away.



Fall 2016

Some colleges were okay 
with the announced changes Others understandably 

offered some resistance
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Because some of the web teams were understaffed, this alignment came as more welcome news. 

However, the reaction from a majority of the college web teams was not so positive. ✳ Three colleges were already in the middle of their own redesigns and one college had completed an award-winning website just the year before. Understandably, staff and marketing directors were upset. This was seen to them as “corporate” coming in, throwing their weight around and stealing the websites from them. 



Winter 2016

Meanwhile, we still had a six-month timeline to adhere to. And in 
order to move nimbly and quickly, the district web team had to make 
most of the design and planning decisions. It was a move that while 
not collaborative in nature, was done out of necessity of meeting the 
timeline and possibly contributed to some mistrust. 
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Meanwhile, we still had a six-month timeline to adhere to. And in order to move nimbly and quickly, the district web team had to make most of the design and planning decisions. It was a move that while not collaborative in nature, was done out of necessity of meeting the timeline and possibly contributed to some mistrust. 



DCCCD

Early 2017

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Not only did we need to design and build a bigger, brand new house to accommodate everyone, but we also needed to coordinate the moving of everyone's furniture and belongings into this new house. ��If you’ve ever had to make a super fast move with nearly no warning, you know the result of that is messy.
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If you’ve ever had to make a super fast move with nearly no 
warning, you know the result of that is messy.
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There wasn't the time we needed to talk about or decide how our different furniture and belongings would all come together in certain rooms of the house. In some rooms of the house we just threw boxes and bags of content in. We were dealing with more pressing issues like completing the electricity and plumbing inside the house… sorting through some of that other stuff would need to wait.




DCCCD

Last year March 2017

• New single-platform 
website 

• still operated from all 
eight domains

• We made mistakes and it
wasn’t smooth

• Employees were angry.
• So we would need to 

spend a lot more time 
finessing the house.
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We transitioned to the new single-platform website in March of 2017. While technically it was one website, it still operated from all eight domains. We didn’t manage redirects and in truth, it was rough transition. Employees were angry. Not all of the content had transitioned. So we would need to spend a lot more time finessing the house.



A year and a half later…
Our Story Begins
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A year and half later is when our story actually begins.



DCCCD

Last year Summer 2018
• Dust had settled and 

we were used to 
working together

• Time to go back to 
some our messy 
rooms that were 
hastily thrown 
together

• The messiest part of 
the house: where we
marketed our
programs.
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It is now the Summer of 2018. The dust had finally settled from our initial move. Although the months following the big move were rough, the house was operating well and everyone in the house was now used to living there. 

It was time to go back to some our messy rooms that were hastily thrown together. The messiest part of the house was the hall where the colleges and district marketed their programs. 



• No consistency
• No focus
• Not student-centered
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There were well over a thousand pages program and departmental pages that were not cohesive. Their designs and calls-to-action were not consistent. On many pages the focus might have been more departmental-focused than student-centered. Some pages led with mission statements. Some pages had way too much text. Some pages led with videos. There was no central strategy.



The Problem
Our messiest, most visited rooms were our 
program pages.

They need to be organized, cleaned and 
made presentable for students.

The solution to this problem needed to 
come collaboratively.
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That brought us to the creative problem we were facing: As a District, how can we best market our programs of study on our websites for our students? And because the previous move caused such raw feelings, we knew that our approach had to be reached collaboratively.



So, where do we start?
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So, where do we start? Because the problem was so unique, we didn’t know what process or pattern to follow. 



The problem College 
Marketing 
Directors

District 
Web 
Team

Faculty 
and 

Program 
Leads

Future
Students

The 
Content

College 
Web 

Teams 
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We have our problem. We have our players: the college web staff, the district web team, the college marketing directors, faculty and program coordinators, our future students and the actual content. 



Empathy

• We needed to align 
ourselves on what 
the goal was, who 
the audience was 
and all orient 
ourselves toward 
that:

• We put the student 
at the center of this 
process. 

• We knew we needed 
to better understand 
the student. 
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How in the world were we going to solve this problem, because no one of these people had all the answers. We needed to all get on to one page.
And the way to do that was to align ourselves on what the goal was, who the audience was and all orient ourselves toward that:
We put the student at the center of this process. We knew we needed to better understand the student. ��And as a UX professional I knew the key to that understanding was: EMPATHY




Persona Profiles
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There are a dozen tools and methodologies that teams can use to find and employee empathy with our students. 

One of these methods is the persona profile. Fortunately, we had already developed some when we went through the “big move” a year and a half prior. After updating them we aligned our research around them.



Interview & Card Sorting Exercise
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We developed some interview questions and a card sorting exercise around the types of content and information students might find on a program page. 

We met with actual students that aligned with one of the three personas and asked about what was most important to them when they were researching a program of study. We asked them to group and sort cards representing pieces of content and information.

This truly helped us not only learn from the students, but understand who they are, and what their goals are. Interacting with students directly has always helped us boost our empathy for the students.



DCCCD
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After talking to several students from many of our colleges, our team discussed and looked for patterns in their responses. 

It was enlightening to see how patterns emerged from our qualitative studies.



District
Web Staff

Prospective 
Student

College
Web Staff
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Our meetings and discussions with those students helped the district web staff empathize and understand them better. We wanted to share that empathy and understanding with our colleagues at the colleges. We devised an exercise we could take college staff through during our kick off meeting for the program page redesign project.



College
Web Staff

Kickoff Meeting (Summer 2018):

College
Web Staff

College
Web Staff

College
Web Staff

“Kyra” “Aaron” “Crystal” “Dr. King”
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We invited web staff from all of the colleges to join us in this project. We met in-person for our half-day kickoff workshop. We broke everyone into smaller groups and made sure college affiliation was mixed on these small groups. We wanted everyone to have the chance to think and work together with staff from other colleges. We needed collaboration at every level of this process.

We then had each group work through a card-sorting exercise that was exactly like the exercise the students we met with did. However, we assigned each group a different persona to work through the exercise as. We gave them a full-page profile of the student they were representing and encouraged them to look at this exercise through their eyes.��We even assigned one group a profile of a program coordinator. Our goal was to show how the student priorities contrasted vastly to the faculty priorities, and how important it was for us to err on the side of what the student needed versus what the faculty wanted.

This hour-long exercise worked wonders in helping our college web staff begin to develop empathy for our students. If I were redoing this specific exercise today, I would have gone a step further and invited actual students to join us and lead the small groups in what priorities mattered to them.



• We knew empathy was first step and would 
underscore process. 

• There were steps ahead and we weren’t quite 
sure what they were.
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We knew empathy was the best first step and something that would undoubtedly underscore the rest of our process. But we were still unclear about what that the entire process would look like. There were steps ahead and we weren’t quite sure what they were.��



• The closer we could come to defining the 
problem, outlining our goals and restraints, 
the more effective our solution would be.
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But, since we were now all on the same page, we knew we could further define the problem we were actually trying to solve. We knew that the closer we could come to defining the problem, outlining our goals and restraints, the more effective our solution would be.



We had buy-in.

=

Empathy card sorting 
exercise

Our findings from 
real card sorting
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The results from the staff’s card sorting exercise mostly matched our findings from the real card sorting with the students. We had buy-in and could use this data to help define the problem.



Target
Audiences

Goals & 
Objectives

Requirements

Timelines

Creative Brief Doc
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So, what better way to fully define our problem than to write out a creative brief– which we did. 

We composed a document that would serve as a foundation for the rest of the project. In it, we:
gave an overview of the problem
specified our goals and objectives
explained out target audiences
outlined our requirements and constraints
As well as define timelines



Improve experience and usability for student

Improve process for maintaining sites through collaboration and 

communication for all web teams

Help programs/departments better meet 

marketing/communication goals

Goals and Objectives
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Here was an overview of the goals and objectives we outlined in our project:

Improve the experience and usability for the student
Improve process for maintaining sites through collaboration and communication for all web teams
Help programs/departments better meet their marketing/communication goals




High Relevance

Tuition, cost

Entry level wages and salaries

Job demand/growth

Length of program

Photos or videos of the program

List of all degrees/certificates in a 
program

Least Relevant

Dept. Announcements

Transfer Info

Mission Statement

Accreditations

Additional links to career/industry info
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Because of the research we performed about relevant content, we managed to create a list to prioritize our content by relevance to the prospective student.



Through the creative brief, and defining our problem, 
we framed the process moving forward.
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Through the process of writing out our creative brief, and defining our problem, we were able to fully frame the process moving forward.
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A process that we soon discovered was called Design Thinking. I had heard of this methodology before, but really didn’t understand what it was.



So, what is Design Thinking?
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So, what is Design Thinking?



Creating many ideas in brainstorming sessions

Understanding the human needs involved

Re-framing the problem in human-centric ways

A design methodology that provides a solution-based 
approach to solving complex problems by:

Design Thinking is…

Adopting a hands-on approach in prototyping 
and testing

SOURCE: Interaction Design Foundation (www.interaction-design.org)
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So the full scope of Design Thinking can be thought of in terms of the 5 phases shown in this infographic from the Interaction Design Foundation:
Empathize
Define
Ideate
Prototype
Test



Presenter
Presentation Notes
An important concept to understand about this process is that it is ENTIRELY NON-LINEAR. You will find that you will move forward and backward across this process here. Which we will see as we look back at our program page project…



Design Thinking isn’t 

just for websites or 

digital projects.

It is a process.
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This process can be used for any sort of project you have out there:
Marketing campaigns
Communication pieces
Writing
Print designs
Conceptualization
App interfaces



Back to our story…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Back to our story…
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Now we were at the ideate phase. The ideation phase includes brainstorming potential solutions to any piece of the greater problem..



Creative 
Brief

Brainstorm 
& Ideation

• All needed to have a chance to 
contribute and ideate

• With the Creative Brief in-hand, 
colleges web teams went back to 
their campuses and began 
brainstorming and ideating.
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One of our underlying goals of this project was to create a solution that all colleges could stand behind and have ownership in. So we wanted to make sure that they all had a chance to contribute to the ideation phase.��With the Creative Brief in-hand, colleges web teams went back to their campuses and began brainstorming and ideating.
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And so did we. These were just a couple of sketches from this brainstorming and ideation process. The District web team took a whole afternoon and hid away in a room lined with white boards to develop our layouts and flows.



Creative 
Brief Ideas

Collaboration

Brainstorm 
& Ideation
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So, weeks later we all met again. 

Some colleges had few ideas, others had more. But we were able to take a look at their individual ideas and concepts to see how they fit in the bigger picture. 

This is where the true collaboration occurred. But what was interesting was how well our ideas seemed to fit together. And all because we were already on the same page because we had gained that  empathy for our students, and properly framed our problem. ��We were addressing the same problems and working toward the same solutions.
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With enough of the brainstorming and ideation behind us, the next step wasn’t to jump straight into building the sites, but to create prototypes.



Collaborative 
Ideation
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Prototypes are visual representations of ideas that we did not sink much time into and that are easy to edit and revise. ��At first, this came in the form of paper sketches. In this instance we could quickly move ideas around, or sketch new ones right on the fly. In these workshopping sessions we were able to add more pieces to the final product.



We gathered those who were specifically 
interested in visual design to help refine our 
concepts. 
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Once we had settled on more specific layouts from the paper prototypes, we gathered those who were specifically interested in visual design to help refine our concepts. 



Prototype A

It’s also possible to create higher fidelity prototypes. For web/digital, 
we can use Adobe XD, Axure, Figma or Sketch.
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It’s also possible to create higher fidelity prototypes. For web/digital, we can use Adobe XD, Axure, Figma or Sketch.��Here we see an example of an earlier idea of a part of the homepage for a sample program page.



Again, this is not at all a linear process. And because 
prototypes are so easy to change, we were able to do so:
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But, as we built and examined prototypes, we were able to continue to ideate. Again, this is not at all a linear process. And because prototypes are so easy to change, we were able to do so:



Prototype B

Prototype A
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Here you can see how the prototype can quickly change. I was able to make that change in the matter of minutes.



Prototype B

Prototype C
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…and change again.
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We eventually created a sample of the entire site in prototype form, to get ready for the next phase in the process…



We took our prototype and put it in front of our target audience: the 
student.
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…Testing. ��We now wanted to take our prototype (which, remember, was still easy to change and update), and put it in front of our target audience again: the student.



Real users

Specific tasks

Carefully 
observed

Usability
testing
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We performed what are called, Usability Tests- which are sessions where we sit down with a user (in this case, a student) with our prototype open. We give them specific tasks to perform on the website and observe their interaction.



YOUSHA: 8:30
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We ran an initial round of usability tests with a batch of students, which we broadcasted to a room of observers and recorded. Here is a clip from one of those sessions.
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Sometimes we gained insight for things which had never occurred to us.



The process did not end here for us.
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The process did not end here for us.
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We went back and forth, back and forth through these phases. We further defined, ideated, prototyped, tested.  



January 2019
• Consistency
• Focused calls-to-action
• Student-centered design
• Clearer processes
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And after months of collaboration, chats, meetings, sessions, we launched our first batch of revamped program pages in January of 2019. Throughout the course of 2019 we eventually updated sites for over 100 programs.��We not only found a solution, but we did it together.



Our outcomes and
takeaways…
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So now that we are in the middle of the execution of this project, what are some of the things we’ve learned? Why was this process beneficial? How did it help?



A website further 
focused on students

More visual

Concise text

Addresses highest 
relevant content 
first

Flexible college 
layouts

Consistent 
navigation
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Through further usability testing, conversations with students and meetings with faculty and staff, there is no doubt that our website is more focused on students than it had the year previous. 



A cleaner, more streamlined 
process for all web teams
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As the district and college web teams were able to work together in “decluttering” this room of our shared “house,” we established a cleaner and smoother workflow for everyone. There is a shared understanding about why and how we organized the room in the way that we did.



A stronger relationship with the colleges
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The power of collaboration was evident throughout the process and through that one of the biggest benefits we gained was a stronger working relationship with each of the college’s web teams. District understood the colleges better. The colleges understood district better. And the colleges understood each other better. This heightened sense of communication and collaboration paved the way for further cross-college, cross-district projects to happen and be effective.



Fall 2019

Spring 2020

Presenter
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We have since been able to implement this project with other major pieces of the website. ��In 2019, we brought together a cross-functional team and using data and heat maps, were able to redesign the header for the website.

Then earlier this year, when rebuilding the website for our transition to Dallas College, we revisited the process to further refine the header.



Spring 2020
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During the building of the new Dallas College website, we also had the chance to reorganize and revamp our website footer. 



Spring 2020
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The home page redesign was a project we had to collaboratively approach while we were all working remote in April of this year. ��Again, we looked at analytics and spoke to students to gather that empathy. We even included some students in some of our remote planning workshops. We defined what the goal of the homepage would be and brainstormed various stages of ideas to accomplish that goal. We developed prototypes for quick testing and evaluation by students. We revised our message and focused on services and programs that showed our students how we are here to help and support them along every step of the way.



Spring 2020



Empathy is everything.

YOU COLLEAGUE

STUDENTS

Collaboration

Student
Experience
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And of course the greatest outcome and takeaway was just the reinforcement of the power of empathy. ��Empathy works to bust down those silos and build bridges of trust and collaboration. 



lmerino@dcccd.edu

@LuisRMerino

Thank you
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