
Design Thinking 
Workshop
January 12, 2021

Delivered by

Welcome! We’ll start in a few 
moments. In the meantime, make 
sure your tech is ready and say hi:

Introduce yourself! In the chat, tell us:
1. What’s your name, role & organization?
2. Where you are logging on from today?
3. What’s a “feel good” song you’d like to hear on the 

playlist today?

Ready to remote?
ü You’re on a a laptop or desktop computer
ü Your webcam, mic and sound are on
ü You’re alert and ready to participate (refill the coffee 

or grab a snack if you need!)
ü You have the necessary chargers (12% battery, we 

see you!)



Good Morning and Welcome!
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Graduate NYC Staff

Alex Roland
Graduate NYC
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Sharlene Diamond
Graduate NYC

Latiqua Washington
Graduate NYC

Melissa Herman
Graduate NYC

Rebecca Beeman
Graduate NYC



Hi! We are The Design Gym.

Andy Hagerman
Beacon, NY

@thedesigngym

We are an innovation 
and culture consultancy 

focused on unlocking 
the power of every 

organization's greatest 
asset — its people.
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Erin Lamberty
Boulder, CO

Kelsye Gould
Bozeman, MT



Our Partners:



Workshop Objectives
Ø Share a common language for Design Thinking

Ø Learn simple, practical tools and frameworks to help you design more 
innovative and adaptive programs (and proposals!)

Ø Practice these tools with your teammates (Hint! The outputs of the 
workshop will help inform your LOI)

Ø Collaborate across institutions to make connections and tap the 
group’s collective wisdom
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Agenda

Morning

• Welcome + Introductions
• What is Design Thinking?
• Examine
• Understand
• Break! (~11:45 – 12:00 ET)

Afternoon

• Ideate
• Experiment
• Debrief + Close
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Group Guidelines
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Video On
Mute when you’re 
not talking

Be Present
Quiet distractions to 
participate fully

Roll with It
Practice, not 
perfection

#fishbowl
Tag questions in the 
chat as we go



Tech Onboarding: Change Your Name

1. Click on “Participants” at 
the bottom of your Zoom 
screen

2. Find your name in the 
Participants Panel, and 
select “More” > 
“Rename”

3. [First] [Last] (Pronouns) -
[Org]
i.e., Kelsye Gould 
(she/her) - TDG



WHAT IS

DESIGN 
THINKING?



What is Design Thinking?

What have you heard 
about design thinking? 
How have you used it in 
your work, if at all?
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Raise your hand to share:



Case Study: 
LREI 
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What is Design Thinking?
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Design Thinking is a creative
and collaborative problem 
solving methodology used to 
generate more empathetic and 
innovative solutions.
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FEASIBILE

Do we have the 
capability and 
resources to do it?

MISSION-
CRITICAL

Does it help us 
achieve impact?

DESIRABLE

Does it address a need  
in our community? Will 

they engage with it?



Design Thinking Phases
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Examine
Learn about the 
challenge and the 
humans it impacts.

Understand
Reframe the 
challenge from a 
human perspective.

Ideate
Generate lots of 
ideas and develop 
testable concepts.

Experiment
Test your concepts’ 
assumptions and 
iterate as needed.



What We’re Going to Learn Today
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Examine
TOOL: Empathy 
Research Plan

Understand
TOOL: Needs-Based 
Design Questions 

Ideate
TOOL: Lateral 
Inspiration

Experiment
TOOLS: Idea Dashboard 
& Assumptions Map



What We’re Going to Learn Today
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Examine
TOOL: Empathy 
Research Plan
LOI: What do you still 
need to learn about 
this problem?

Understand
TOOL: Needs-Based 
Design Questions 
LOI: Tell us about the 
anatomy of your 
problem, including 
your Design Question.

Ideate
TOOL: Lateral 
Inspiration

Experiment
TOOLS: Idea Dashboard 
& Assumptions Map
LOI: Tell us about your 
proposed pilot.
What assumptions are 
you making about your 
proposed pilot? How 
might you test them?

We’ve selected these tools specifically to support you as you develop your LOI.



EXAMINE
Learn about the challenge and the humans it impacts.



What are some ways you 
already build empathy with 
your communities?
Post in the chat!



Lo-Fi Empathy Building Activities
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Informal 
Interviews
Who can you talk to to 
better understand the 
community?

“Walk in My 
Shoes”
How can you go 
through the same 
experience as your 
community, in a 
similar environment?

User Artifacts
What artifacts, 
objects, or materials 
can you collect to keep 
your community top 
of mind?

Fly-on-the-Wall 
Observation
What locations or 
spaces (even virtual!) 
might you visit to 
observe in-person 
interactions?



Tool: Empathy 
Research Plan



Tool: Empathy Research Plan
COMMUNITY
Who do we need to learn about? This could be anyone connected to 
the challenge at hand.
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EMPATHY-BUILDING QUESTIONS
What do we need to learn about 
this community? What 
questions will help us better 
understand their stories and 
experiences?

EMPATHY-BUILDING ACTIVITIES
Where, when, and how can we 
start asking these questions? 
What touchpoints (existing or 
new) can we use to start 
answering these questions?



Demo: Empathy Research Plan
COMMUNITY
Men of color near college completion
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EMPATHY-BUILDING QUESTIONS
• Why are you pursuing a college degree? 

What concerns do you have in finishing?
• What careers are you considering? Why?
• What resources have you found helpful 

in learning about or selecting a career? 
What do you wish you had?

• If you could wave a magic wand and 
improve one thing about your college-to-
career experience, what would it be?

EMPATHY-BUILDING ACTIVITIES
• Spend 5 minutes at the end of each 

advising session to ask these questions
• Add 1-2 qualitative questions to our 

quarterly surveys
• Ask a few students to submit a 1-2 

minute “day in the life” video
• Chat with professors/administrators 

about what they’re seeing

Inspired by a past LOI submission



SAY HELLO
TO YOUR TEAM’S

TOOLKIT



Activity: Empathy Research Plan
• Time: 15 minutes
• Format: Team Breakouts 
• Template: Slide 5
• Objective: Define what you still 

need to learn about the 
problem and the communities it 
affects.
• Bonus: If you have extra time, 

copy the slide and think of 
another relevant community 
group.
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Questions in your breakout? 
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Activity: Empathy Research Plan
• Time: 15 minutes
• Format: Team Breakouts 
• Template: Slide 5
• Objective: Define what you still 

need to learn about the 
problem and the communities it 
affects.
• Bonus: If you have extra time, 

copy the slide and think of 
another relevant community 
group.
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UNDERSTAND
Reframe the challenge from a human perspective.



Grab a piece of paper and a 
pen/marker.
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Draw a boat!
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Draw a way to get across
a body of water!
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How Might We… Questions

The types of questions you ask 
directly influence the kinds of 
solutions you’ll get.

The purpose is to frame needs 
as inspiring questions that 
spark solution thinking.
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HOW = There is a solution out 
there somewhere in our minds 
and we want to get it.

MIGHT = We’re not sure what 
the right solution is yet.

WE = We’ll figure this out 
together. It’s a team effort and 
a collective responsibility to 
solve.



Tool: Needs 
Based Design 
Questions



Tool: Needs Based Design Questions
COMMUNITY
Who is our target community?
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NEEDS
What are the main pain points or 
challenges that this community faces? 
(Hint! If you don’t know, conduct 
some empathy research.)

HOW MIGHT WE…?
Reframe the needs as “How Might 
We…?” questions. Generate lots of 
HMW questions that you could 
explore solving. 

DESIGN QUESTION
Select the best HMW question to prioritize as your north star for the project. To 
help you make that decision: Which question addresses the most pressing 
needs of our community and best supports the mission of our organization?



Demo: Needs Based Design Questions
COMMUNITY
Men of color near college completion
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NEEDS
• Build momentum to finish degree
• Better understand career options available 

(experiential exposure)
• See themselves (or people like them) in a 

career to consider it as an option
• Find a long-term career after graduation

HOW MIGHT WE…?
• HMW build momentum to graduation?
• HMW support career exploration?
• HMW leverage identity affirming peer 

learning?
• How might we increase awareness of 

teaching careers for men of color?

Inspired by a past LOI submission

DESIGN QUESTION
How might we build momentum for young men of color near college completion to graduate 
by connecting them to career-focused and identity-affirming learning experiences in teaching?



BONUS: How Might We…? Mad Libs

Amp up the Good
How might we make be the 
best/most ?

Remove the Bad
How might we eliminate ?

Explore Opposites
How might we make [opposite of 
current state]?

Go After Adjectives
How might we make the
most ?

Create an Analogy
How might we make be 
like ?

Challenge the Status Quo
How might we make the 
new ?
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Activity: Needs Based Design Questions

• Time: 20 minutes
• Format: Team Breakouts 
• Template: Slides 7 & 8
• Objective: Define the 

“anatomy” of your problem 
and draft related needs-
based design questions.
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What are some of your How 
Might We… Questions?
Drop them in the chat for some cross-team inspiration!
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Debrief

6

In the chat, please share:
• Where have you seen 

examples of Examine + 
Understand show up in your 
work?
• How else might you apply 

these tools in your existing 
work? On future projects?

Examine
TOOL: Empathy 
Research Plan

Understand
TOOL: Needs-Based 
Design Questions 



Break!
15 minutes



Case Study: 
Lehman College’s Race to the Finish Line
Richard Finger
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Race to the Finish Line: 
Accelerating credit accumulation to enhance student outcomes. 

When and how did you engage your 
communities throughout the process? 
• Students

• Faculty

• Academic Advising Community

• Student Financial Services

How did you think creatively about 
how you would solve the needs? 
• COVID Certification

• Excelsior Scholarship Maintenance 

• Academic Momentum

• Low-Cost Winter Session

• Dual Credit Programs



Race to the Finish Line: 
Accelerating credit accumulation to enhance student outcomes. 

What assumptions did you need to 
test?
• Students were interested in exploring 

alternative ways to earn credits

• Faculty were willing to participate in these 
activities

• Leadership was willing to embrace these 
activities, which may ultimately lead to lower 
revenues

• Students possess some of the skills that the 
data suggests they have, for example, 
language proficiency 

What have you learned, and how have 
you iterated based on these learnings? 
• Maintaining aid and lowering the overall cost 

of tuition is of paramount importance to 
students

• Students are interested in most things career 
readiness related

• Many of our students are thinking about 
graduate school

• Faculty are willing participants to articulate 
and approve new opportunities for students 
but may not have the bandwidth to lead these 
initiatives



IDEATE
Generate lots of ideas and develop testable concepts.



Tool: Lateral 
Inspiration



Tool: Lateral Inspiration
ESSENCE OF THE PROBLEM
What is the core of the problem that we’re trying to address?
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WHO DOES IT WELL?
Who or what else is 
good at solving a 
similar challenge but 
in a different 
situation or context?

WHAT DOES IT MEAN 
FOR US?
How might we apply 
these tactics or 
principles to our 
challenge at hand? 
Generate as many 
ideas as you can!

WHAT DO THEY DO 
THAT’S SO GOOD?
How do they do it? 
What specific tactics, 
principles, or 
approaches are they 
using to solve the 
challenge?



Activity: Lateral Inspiration

• Time: 20 minutes
• Format: Team Breakouts 
• Template: Slide 10
• Objective: Push your thinking 

beyond best practices to gain 
inspiration from elsewhere
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Grab a scratch piece of paper…
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EXPERIMENT
Test your concept’s assumptions and iterate as needed.



Feedback Loop
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Identify what we 
need to learn.

Make a 
prototype.

Test, reflect,
& iterate.

Capture the idea 
in detail.



Tool: Idea 
Dashboard



Tool: Idea Dashboard
NAME
Give your idea a name!
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MOOD BOARD
Bring your idea to life with sketches, 
images and icons. What does it look 
like? What are the key features? How 
does it work?

DIRECT IMPACT
Who is the target community? What 
benefit do they get from this idea?

DESCRIPTION
Describe the idea in one sentence. 
How does it address the challenge?

BROADER IMPACT 
How does this idea add value to the 
field? To society?



Demo: Idea Dashboard

NAME
PEER PATHWAYS TO COMPLETION
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MOOD BOARD
DIRECT IMPACT
Black & Latinx men near college completion –
supports graduation success and career goals

DESCRIPTION
A peer-cohort program for near-completers that 
highlights teaching as a viable career through 
experiential learning.

BROADER IMPACT 
Addresses gap in number of teachers who are 
men of color; replicable across other schools

Inspired by a past LOI submission



Feedback Loop

57

Identify what we 
need to learn.

Make a 
prototype.

Test, reflect,
& iterate.

Capture the idea 
in detail.
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DESIRABLE

Does it address a need  
in our community? Will 

they engage with it?

FEASIBILE

Do we have the 
capability and 
resources to do it?

MISSION-
CRITICAL

Does it help us 
achieve impact?



Assumptions Map
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EXPERIMENTS
Highlight your most critical assumptions above. (Hint—these are the ones that, 
if we get wrong, will cause the whole concept to fail.) How might we test these 
assumptions as quickly and cheaply as possible? What prototypes, artifacts or 
experiences might we make to test our assumptions?

COMMUNITY 
ASSUMPTIONS
What are we assuming 
about the idea’s 
desirability to the 
community?

IMPACT ASSUMPTIONS
What are we assuming 
about this idea’s impact
and how it furthers our 
mission?

RESOURCE 
ASSUMPTIONS
What are we assuming 
about the feasibility of 
implementing and/or 
sustaining this idea?



Demo: What assumptions are in this idea?

NAME
PEER PATHWAYS TO COMPLETION
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MOOD BOARD
DIRECT IMPACT
Black & Latinx men near college completion –
supports graduation success and career goals

DESCRIPTION
A peer-cohort program for near-completers that 
highlights teaching as a viable career through 
experiential learning.

BROADER IMPACT 
Addresses gap in number of teachers who are 
men of color; replicable across other schools

Inspired by a past LOI submission



Activity: Idea Dashboard + Assumptions Map

• Time: 20 minutes
• Format: Team Breakouts
• Template: Slide 11 + 13
• Objective: Describe your 

proposed pilot. Identify some 
assumptions you are making 
about the idea and how you 
might test them.
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Activity: Randomized Feedback Rounds
• Time: 20 minutes 

(divide time among 
participants)
• Format: Breakouts with 1-2 

other random participants
• Objective: Share your Idea 

Dashboard for some rapid 
peer feedback. Begin testing 
some of your assumptions 
and take notes on what you 
might iterate or rethink.
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Whew! Nice work! 
Let’s reflect…
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What we learned today:

6

Examine
TOOL: Empathy 
Research Plan

Understand
TOOL: Needs-Based 
Design Questions 

Ideate
TOOL: Lateral 
Inspiration

Experiment
TOOLS: Idea Dashboard 
& Assumptions Map



Human Need
Unknown

Human Need 
Known 

So
lu

tio
n

U
nk

no
w

n Examine
Learn about the 
challenge and the 
humans it impacts.

Ideate
Generate lots of ideas 
and develop testable 
concepts.

So
lu

tio
n

Kn
ow

n Understand
Reframe the challenge 
from a human 
perspective.

Experiment
Test your concepts’ 
assumptions and 
iterate as needed.

The Design Thinking Way Finder
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The Design Thinking Way Finder helps you identify tools you can tap to build more human-
centered, innovative, and adaptive programs—and proposals, wherever your team finds itself.



Debrief

In the chat, share:

1
Ah-ha moment

1
Next step to advance 
your LOI based on your 
work today

67



THANK YOU!

andy@thedesigngym.com@thedesigngym

/thedesigngym
erin@thedesigngym.com

kelsye@thedesigngym.com


