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DESIGN GROUP Elham Ahmadi
Jennifer Morehead
Max Wright

CASE STUDY BY Max WrightTHE PROJECT



CONTENTS

1. Research

 

Meeting Stakeholders
Online Research
Interviews
Participatory Interview
Card Sort
Observations
Survey

2. Ideation Concept
Storyboard
Thumbnails

3. Prototype Website Mockup
Revised Website Mockup
Example Video
Template Email

4. Results Feedback
Reflections



MEETING STAKEHOLDERS

RESEARCH

Insights

1

● Considerations, not limitations: Budget, technology, manpower, etc. will always be an important note of consideration but if 
the project is strong enough then work can be done to implement it in some way.

● Changing the culture of online education will be one of the biggest challenges.

● Lack of meaningful change: SMC’s online education hasn’t seen any meaningful updates beyond the introduction of newly 
available tools; the mindset and approach haven’t evolved with the times.
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We Found That...

● New students have a lot of questions, including some basic ones, and often need a helping hand.

● Students don’t know what to expect: Schools need to go the extra mile to help students (and faculty) prepare & acclimate.

● Participation requires comfort: Many first-timers to online learning (both teachers and faculty) may need a guided 
onboarding process to help them feel more comfortable and become acquainted with the new environment.

ONLINE RESEARCH

RESEARCH 1



“I felt like I wasn’t a part of 
the class.”
● Karina (Graphic Design Major)

“You miss a lot of that rich, 
interpersonal interaction.”
● Gabe (Business Major)

INTERVIEWS

RESEARCH 1

Pain Points:

● Classes are at the mercy of the professor: 
Professors are often unorganized or unfamiliar with 
the platform, but all classes are equally reliant on 
professors to facilitate discussion, communication, etc.

● Not all classes migrate: Some classes are easier to 
transfer to an online environment than others. 
Different classes will need more care and reflection to 
make sure the content is consumed effectively.

● Typing a comment is not the same as saying it: Text 
discussions can be difficult to follow and don’t provide 
all the feedback that students need.

Our interview questions focused primarily on:

● Which aspects of online classes students like or would 
like improved?

● What actions professors have been using to facilitate a 
sense of community within their online classes?



“Doing something in an 
environment that you like 
doing it in just makes it a 
little easier.”

“When I first logged into 
Canvas, there was nothing 
that gave me any kind of 
insight.”

“[Professors] explain how they 
personally work through 
Canvas but [they] didn’t 
explain how Canvas actually 
works.”

● Brittnay (Graphic Design Major)

PARTICIPATORY INTERVIEW

RESEARCH 1

Pain Points:

● Many people take online classes because they’re 
more convenient or efficient: Requiring a certain 
amount of interaction with classmates for a grade can 
put an undue burden on busy students.

● There is no onboarding: At the most, some 
professors may say that Canvas is the online platform 
but won’t/can’t explain how it’s used.

● Students have to figure it out for themselves: All of 
the online resources are relegated to the website; 
these resources and tutorials are not provided to 
students and must be found by them.

Our interview focused primarily on:

● How does being online affect your class experience?
● How familiar are you with online student services?
● What was the onboarding experience like?
● A participatory sorting activity.



CARD SORT

RESEARCH 1

Something to remember:

● Take people’s expectations into account: Even if the 
system is already good, everyone will have a different 
expectation when they use it. Plan accordingly so they 
can use it effectively.

With minimal direction we had participants group & 
organize topics however they chose. We learned to 
consider grouping our navigation links in some of the 
following ways:

● General Online Class Information
● Canvas Links
● Zoom Links
● Student Resources/Help
● Teacher Resources



OBSERVATIONS

RESEARCH 1 SMC’s current website for Distance Education:

● Outdated language, such as “Distance Education” 
instead of “Online Learning”

● Unnecessary and redundant amount of links that can 
be better catered.

● Too much text provided by administration that doesn’t 
provide enough information for students.

● Lack of student-specific resources, such as a Student 
FAQ section.

Improvements:

● Update the language

● Consolidate the navigation: Improve the information 
architecture of the website so it’s easier to navigate 
and get to the information that people need.

● Edit: Improve the presentation of information to make 
it easier to read and comb through, as well as talking 
to students to see what information they really need.

● Add visuals: adding video content can make the 
information more welcoming.



SURVEY OF 20 STUDENTS

RESEARCH 1

ONLINE DEGREES OFFERED

HOW TO ENROLL

READINESS

STUDENT EXPERIENCES

ONLINE COUNSELING

ONLINE STUDENT FAQ

ONLINE CLASSES OFFERED

What information are you most interested 
to find on a college’s online education 
page? Select all that apply. Having access to a forum or community of 

fellow students is important to me.

NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE

DISAGREE

STRONGLY DISAGREE

AGREE

STRONGLY AGREE

What Does it Mean?

● This is a marketing 
opportunity: This site can 
attract new students by 
providing helpful, in-depth 
information about the online 
learning department.

● Most students want to be 
social.



How Do We Improve Our Resources?

● Reorganize the Distance Education website so that it’s easier to 
navigate, understand, and interact with.

● Visual language: Create a series of short, instructional videos to 
help convey the information that would otherwise be confusing to 
read.

● Hear it from the students: Talk to students to find out exactly 
what information they need and what parts of the onboarding 
process were most frustrating or confusing.

CONCEPT

IDEATION2

Fixing problems with online community starts by helping the online users 
feel more comfortable and able to use the platform, which starts at the 
onboarding process. It’s a complex problem which is made more 
complicated by the outdated resources and poorly presented information.



Insights
● Teachers need help, too: Students are only one side of the online 

learning discussion. Teachers often need help using the online 
platform as well and can be overlooked in the process.

● Students don’t have any power: Students can be at the mercy of 
whether or not a professor uses (or knows how to use) certain 
features within the online learning space.

STORYBOARDS

IDEATION2

(Top) Ideal scenario: a faculty member navigates the website without needing help to find a way to better 
communicate with students. (Bottom) A student has to go through multiple channels before having to request that 
their professor break the class into groups for more personal discussion with classmates.



What We Learned

● Two focal points: update the website and create the visuals.

● Overhaul: It’s not as simple as renaming the links. The website will 
need to be looked at from the ground up to improve the 
information architecture, navigation, etc.

● Short and to-the-point: A series of videos will need to be concise 
and present information in a way that’s friendly and easy to 
understand.

THUMBNAILS

IDEATION2



Things to Remember

● There’s so much information: a lot of care must be taken to 
sort the important from the irrelevant.

● Talk to students and teachers or else the website will need 
another overhaul.

● Vet the pain points thoroughly: Figure out the problems 
backwards and forwards so we can approach and improve 
them effectively.

TRY THE PROTOTYPE

WEBSITE MOCKUP, FIRST PASS

PROTOTYPE 3

https://xd.adobe.com/view/ff4eb42a-4f45-4e17-525d-7f62b448e28e-897f/


More Things to Remember

● Keep information very structured: Providing a 
readable layout makes the information easy to read.

● Incorporate visuals: Use blocks of color and icons 
to keep the content interesting.

● Provide marketing information: Use this 
opportunity to market to prospective students with 
info about online degrees.

TRY THE PROTOTYPE

WEBSITE MOCKUP, SECOND PASS

PROTOTYPE 3

(Far Left) Close-up view of organized content and links. (Left) Overall view of a structured 
page with organized content and colored visuals to maintain interest.

https://xd.adobe.com/view/ff4eb42a-4f45-4e17-525d-7f62b448e28e-897f/?fullscreen


Things to Remember

● Simple is better

● Use photos of real students

● Keep quotes short and to-the-point

● Keep the videos concise

VIEW VIDEO

EXAMPLE VIDEO

PROTOTYPE 3

https://youtu.be/38VLTeK0Zi4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=38VLTeK0Zi4


TEMPLATE EMAIL

PROTOTYPE 3

1. Greeting / Introduction 4. Course Expectations
Dear Student, 

In one week we will be starting  Fall 2020 English 1 at Santa Monica College online. This email 

confirms your enrollment in the class and details some information that you will need to know 

before we begin. My name is Professor Brown and I look forward to working with each of you. 

Please be aware this is not a self-paced class. While we will not have scheduled remote 

meetings, there will be weekly due dates for classwork and participation to be submitted 

online. SMC online classes are hosted on Canvas. To succeed in this class, you should have 

reliable access to the internet and familiarity with web browsers and email. Please login to 

Canvas prior to our start date. The links to login and instructional videos are shown below:

Canvas Login
Canvas Instructional Videos

We will use a required textbook for this course:

Carole Wade Carol Tavris and Maryanne Garry:  Invitation to Psychology, 6th Edition. Pearson 

publishers.Please purchase by the first week of the semester. You can find physical and digital 

copies here:

Amazon purchase link
Pearson purchase link

2. About Online Classes

3. Materials

This class will be broken into weekly modules that can be found on Canvas and 

accessed from the first day of class. Each week you can expect lecture slides, 2-3 

hours of video content, 2 chapters of reading, 1 discussion, and 1 assignment or 

quiz. If you fail to participate fully during the first module, you may be dropped 

from the class.

You may contact me through email. Please include your name and class section in 

the subject of your email.

Email: myemail@smc.edu

Counseling and other services are available online if you need extra guidance. 

You can contact them here:

Online Counseling

Kind Regards ,

Professor Brown

Santa Monica College

5. Contact & Help

Best Practices

● Have a set structure.

● Be concise.

● Link out to important resources.

http://www.smc.edu/ACG/DistanceEducation/Canvas/Pages/Login.aspx
https://resources.instructure.com/courses/32/pages/canvas-student-tour-videos
https://www.amazon.com/Invitation-Psychology-6th-Carole-Wade/dp/0205990290
https://www.pearson.com/us/higher-education/product/Wade-Invitation-to-Psychology-6th-Edition/9780205990290.html
mailto:myemail@smc.edu
http://www.smc.edu/ACG/DistanceEducation/Pages/Counselors-for-Online-Courses.aspx


Overall Response

● Agreement: Stakeholders agreed that language should be 
updated and organized better.

● Similar projects: A video project series is already in 
development; many SMC departments working on 
updating their websites; there’s a new class to help 
teachers communicate with their students.

● Timing: New questions, such as when to send out 
introductory emails, are being considered.

FEEDBACK (PRESENTATIONS VIA ZOOM)

RESULTS4



Where We Can Improve

● Interviews: Given recent events, it was hard to find 
participants who had the time to talk with us. Additionally, 
different questions in different interviews provided more 
constructive information.

● Ideation: We had an option in mind and were lucky that 
our research backed it up. Also, we should continuously 
ideate throughout; it was very late in the project when we 
happened upon the idea to build a template email for 
faculty to use when beginning a new semester.

● Reaching out: If we had reached out to our stakeholders 
more proactively we could’ve worked on prototypes & 
research which weren’t already being worked on by SMC.

REFLECTIONS

RESULTS4

What Worked

● Communication: Thanks to using Slack to communicate, 
our group has been able to stay in touch as necessary and 
in between our own busy lives, despite any distractions 
we’ve encountered recently.

● Feedback: As a group we’ve been able to bounce ideas off 
each other and respond positively to the feedback of 
group members. None of this is personal, we all just want 
to present our best work.

● Research: Despite some initial hiccups, we delved deep to 
make sure our research was substantive for the direction 
our project ended up going in.



THANK YOU



ASSORTED RESOURCES AND CONTACTS

APPENDIX

Google Drive
A shared, mobile space to 
organize files & documents.

Slack
A group chat service with an 
app and website.

Trello
Editable progress board.

FunRetro
Reflection on how we’ve 
been working and where we 
can improve.

Barton, Cleve
SMC administrative staff 
member and stakeholder 
dealing with the school’s 
emails and communications 
with students. He provided 
us with feedback & in-depth 
information about the email 
systems and possible 
directions to explore.

Sedky, Steven
Business Department faculty 
member and project 
stakeholder working on an 
updated website for online 
classes. Steven talked with 
our team about the school’s 
goals with the website, and 
asked for our help to 
improve his content.



Interview Guide

ASSORTED RESEARCH TOOLS & MATERIALS

APPENDIX

A shared, mobile space to 
keep our files organized.

SurveyMonkey
An online, free-to-use, 
surveying tool.

Optimal Workshop
An online, free-to-use, card 
sorting tool.

Activity Guide

Zoom
A free video-conferencing 
app which we used to 
interview students.


