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Module 1: Design thinking overview
Key Takeaways:

• Suspend your own solutions, let the user guide you
• Listening is essential
• Sketching is a good way to expand your thinking
• Structured worksheets are a helpful guide
• Trust in the process



M1: Design thinking to solve instructional problems



M1: crash course in design thinking

Design Thinking is a method of problem 
solving which focuses on a user-centered 
approach, exploration of the problem, broad 
ideation of solutions, and iteration of 
prototypes. It relies on empathy, creativity, 
and feedback to arrive at solutions that 
balance desirability with practicality. Through 
a facilitated, digital exercise called the Crash 
Course in Design Thinking, I was able to 
experience first-hand what it was like to 
engage in the design thinking process to 
solve an everyday problem. The results were 
user-centered and incredibly wild.



Module 2: User psychology
Key Takeaways:

• Psychology can greatly inform our design decisions
• Intrinsic motivation is a stronger motivator than extrinsic
• The fewer choices you give your learners, the better
• Functionality and aesthetics are two separate things
• Humans have strong feelings in reaction to tech design



M2: Inside the learner’s mind



M2: Exploring the way websites make us feel

After engaging in the process of Design 
Thinking, we took a deeper dive into user 
psychology. If we want to design from a user 
perspective, we have to understand the 
particular characteristics of our users. But we 
also need to understand the science behind 
the way people think, what they pay 
attention to, how they process information, 
and what motivates their behavior. To better 
understand how these concepts apply to 
design, we explored our own feelings and 
needs about our favorite products, services, 
and devices. We then performed a similar 
analysis of websites to better understand 
how design impacts us.



Module 3: user empathy
Key Takeaways:

• Step outside yourself to empathize with others
• Move beyond labels and generalizations
• Observe people in context for more accurate data
• Extremes can give us a broader view of the population
• Empathy gives us a deeper appreciation for others



M3: Empathizing with the learner



M3: Empathy goes deeper than first glance

Once we understood the basic psychology 
behind the way users respond to design, it 
was necessary to dig deeper into the specific 
emotional responses and mindsets of 
individuals. The Empathy Map is a powerful 
tool for doing just that – for uncovering the 
thoughts, feelings, actions and reactions of a 
specific individual within your learner 
population. We were assigned a television 
show to watch so that we would have 
characters to analyze. Using an empathy 
map, we charted our observations of each 
individual to better understand how we 
might approach solving their problems.



Module 4: creating personas
Key Takeaways:

• Personas should be used throughout the design process
• Scenarios bring personas to life
• Personas are helpful for maintaining focus on the learner
• Personas should be realistic, but not real
• Capture everything, then cut back to essentials



M4: Learner personas as drivers of design



M4: Bring learners to life with personas

While empathy maps are useful for looking at 
individuals; personas are useful for capturing 
the overall essence of your learners – who 
they are, the skills they bring to the table, 
their goals, their motivations, and their 
frustrations. Personas are a way of capturing 
your users on paper, and can be used to guide 
your decision making going forward. Through 
the development of two learner personas, I 
began to see the different types of people who 
engage in my online classes. Dressing these 
people up into characters, helped me to 
visualize how real students might interact with 
my course content. 



Module 5: Problem definition
Key Takeaways:

• To solve a problem, you must define it
• Problems should be meaningful and actionable
• Good problem statements are human-centered
• Broad problem statements allow for creative solutions



M5: Defining the instructional problem



M5: defining a problem through point of view

Understanding the learner is a key component 
of applying design thinking to instructional 
design – but we can’t solve a problem that we 
cannot define. Problem definition often 
happens in the needs analysis phase of ID –
when we perform research to better 
understand the nature of the problem. Design 
thinking can build upon that analysis by 
providing us with tools to define the learning 
problem in a way that is clear, specific, and 
actionable. We used the question “How Might 
We…” to begin to uncover problems. We then 
crafted ‘point-of-view statements,’ using a 
specific format to reveal compelling insights.



Module 6: ideation methods
Key Takeaways:

• The project should drive the techniques you select
• Go for quantity over quality
• Crazy is welcomed
• Collaboration spurs more innovative solutions
• Separate your generative brain from your evaluative brain



M6: Generating solutions



M6: defining a problem through point of view

When the problem is fully defined, it is time 
to come up with solutions. In the ideation 
phase of design thinking, solutions are 
explored broadly and without judgment. The 
goal at first is to generate a huge quantity of 
ideas, even ones that are completely 
unrealistic, and then later refine those ideas 
down to the most practical. Generating a 
wide range of ideas allows your mind to think 
freely and more creatively than doing so 
withh restrictions or limitations. There are 
many methods for coming up with new ideas 
– for this assignment I focused on just a few: 
mash-ups, braindump, mindmaps, and 
sketchstorms. 



Module 7: Journey maps 
Key Takeaways:

• Tell a story through your map
• Capture experience related to the learner’s goals
• Maps can help communicate ideas to others
• Illustrate the relationship between learner and experience



M7: Mapping the learner journey



M7: the journey of a learner begins with one map
Many strategies in design thinking share 
commonalities with the instructional design process 
and it is easy to see where they overlap. However one 
of the more interesting applications is the learner 
journey map. User Journey Maps visualize the 
interactions a user has with a company or service. The 
same can be done with a learning experience. 
Whether it’s in the context of a course, degree 
program, or training curriculum, we can map the path 
of the learner to better understand the ups and 
downs of that overall experience. We can use the map 
to identify pain points and areas for improvement, or 
to track their interactions with stakeholders in the 
process. The Learner Journey Map is an awesome 
strategy which I look forward to adding to my 
instructional design toolkit.
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