








How do college students

organize their lives?

A design research report  
by Michael Lahey, PhD



Note: This report was completed by Michael Lahey as part 
of Interaction Design I, a class he taught in Spring 2021 
at Kennesaw State University. 

That means the report contains fictional elements since 
there were no actual stakeholders. However, the report 
was written as if it would be given to stakeholders.  

Also, since the report is patterned after team-based 
projects, instead of referring to himself, he will refer 
to work as if it were done by a “design team.”  

Finally, two sections in the report (kickoff meeting and 
stakeholders meetings) will have explanatory text 
preceding them to remind the reader of some of the 
fictional aspects of this project.
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Key Findings 
1. Interviews with 8 college 

students across the state of 
Georgia identified primary user 
behavior patterns: 

• Organization as a path to 
getting back to the “stuff 
that matters” 

• A struggle to “size” tasks 
(i.e., to know how long it 
will take to complete a task) 

• A desire for tools that adapt 
to change and easily share 
information 

• A desire for a personalized 
relationship to information 
from their school 

2. We also identified secondary 
user behavior patterns:  

• Organization as a path to 
achieving greatness and 
mitigating stress 

• A desire to be able to scope 
long term goals 

• A desire to be rewarded for 
completing tasks 

Recommendations 
1. Project: Opus should focus on 

primary user behavior patterns 
to engage our core value 
proposition. 

2. We need to be mindful of 
research that shows individual 
differences play a critical role 
in affecting time management 
outcomes. We need to be flexible 
and thoughtful with feature 
deployment (see Literature 
Review, page 4). 

3. We found evidence to utilize 
when selling the app to colleges 
and university systems (see 
Literature Review, page 4):  

• Adaptability and time 
management are the top two 
skills critical for the 
workforce today. 

• A positive relationship 
between organization, time 
management, and student 
achievement is evidenced in 
many studies. 

Executive Summary
General 
This report is the culmination of the design team’s research into the 
question, "how do college students organize their lives?"
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Introduction
This report answers the question, 
"how do college students organize 
their lives?" This is a key 
question to answer as we develop 
Project: Opus. 

By conducting interviews with 
potential users, the design team 
identified several primary behavior 
patterns: organization as a tool to 
get back to the “stuff that 
matters,” struggling to “size” 
tasks (i.e., knowing how long it 
will take to complete a task), a 
desire for tools that adapt to 
change and easily share 
information, and a desire for a 
personalized relationship to 
information from schools.  

Additionally, we identified 
secondary behavior patterns: 
organization as a tool to achieve 
greatness and mitigate stress, 
being able to scope long term 
goals, and a desire to be rewarded 
for completing tasks.  

To make Project: Opus successful, 
the design team believes we need to 
satisfy primary behavior patterns 
and we’ve created actionable 
knowledge to do so. 

Our report is the culmination of 
the Research and Modeling Phases of 
Goal-Directed Design (GDD), the 
design process we used. Created by 
Alan Cooper, GDD is an approach to 

design that says good products and 
services must satisfy user goals.  

The Research Phase of GDD allows 
designers to absorb enough 
information about the project to 
make intelligent, research-based 
decisions moving forward. The 
Modeling Phase of GDD forces 
designers to make sense of all the 
research by creating models (i.e., 
personas) that reduce and 
synthesize the research. 

This report is structured around 
the steps of both Phases. First, 
you’ll read about a kickoff meeting 
the team attended. Then you’ll see 
our review of existing literature 
related to Project: Opus and a 
competitive audit. After that, 
you’ll read a recap of our 
stakeholder interviews before 
reading a description and analysis 
of user research interviews. 
Finally, you will meet Patrick and 
Marsha, the personas that will us 
lead forward in the design process.
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Kickoff Meeting
A kickoff meeting is a typical feature of many project-oriented 
businesses. The goal of a kickoff meeting is to get all departments and 
teams oriented in the same direction as it relates to stakeholder 
vision and product demands. 

Since this report was produced for an Interaction Design I class at 
Kennesaw State University, it should be noted that there were no 
stakeholders and, thus, no kickoff meeting. To keep somewhat consistent 
with a "real world" scenario, each team in the class completed a 
hypothetical kickoff meeting implemented on Miro, an online whiteboard 
platform. The goal of that meeting was to fill out a kickoff meeting 
worksheet and, in doing so, imagine what a kickoff meeting with 
stakeholders might be like. 

Kickoff meeting worksheets were introduced as way to create a “role 
playing” scenario where students in the class put themselves in the 
shoes of stakeholders——What goals do they want to achieve? 

A kickoff meeting worksheet includes a problem statement and a slew of 
questions that approximate assumption statements. I’ll discuss the 
problem statement in this section in lieu of the kickoff meeting. I’ll 
discuss the assumption statements later during this report's 
approximation of stakeholder interviews (see page 14).

During the kickoff meeting, the 
design team learned that we’d be 
designing for an Education 
Technology (EdTech) company focused 
on colleges and university systems 
as its customers. The outcomes of 
the kickoff meeting were as 
follows: 

• The “working title” of the new 
venture is Project: Opus. 

• Executive stakeholders want some 
type of mobile app prototype in 
the iOS ecosystem that focuses on 

helping college students organize 
their lives. iOS was chosen as a 
starting point because of Apple’s 
strong privacy stance and how that 
will help guide us on issues of 
handling student data and FERPA 
(Family Educational Rights and 
Privacy Act) (Protecting Student 
Privacy n.d.). 

• Executive stakeholders believe a 
clear onboarding process is 
essential for the app’s uptake and 
success.






4

• Executive stakeholders believe 
that existing EdTech products fail 
to create frictionless integration 
of siloed data. If we cannot get 
good data from schools, we will 
fail. 

• Executive stakeholders are open to 
the shape of the app based on 
research results, but stress that 
we need a core value proposition 
that makes sense to colleges and 
university systems.  

• Since this app will be sold 
directly to colleges and 
universities, it’s okay to 
partner/work with existing 
companies that create 
organization-related software if 
opportunities arise. 

At this point, the executive 
stakeholders asked us to go back to 
our respective departments to 
brainstorm ideas. There will be 
opportunities soon to meet with a 
range of stakeholders for more 
information.

Literature Review
Designers using GDD should research 
"any literature pertaining to the 
product or its domain" (Cooper 
2014, 38). We do this as a way to 
become more knowledgable about the 
contexts of our designs so as to 
make intelligent, research-driven 
design decisions. 

During the kickoff meeting, 
stakeholders gave us a broad 
mandate to do research as well as a 
list of competitors to consider. As 
a way to get the ball rolling, we 
asked: "What would we need to know 
to effectively design this type of 
app?” 

The first thing to note is that we 
enlarged the scope of our research. 

While the goal is to help college 
students get organized, the best 
approach to this is to research the 
broader field of productivity, 
which encompasses time management, 
organization, and motivation. 
Within the productivity realm, we 
focused on the productivity 
industries and their role in the 
lives of college students. 
Additionally, we offer up some 
caveats and suggestions to consider 
moving forward. 

Productivity & its Industries 
Productivity is an exalted concept 
in Western cultures, from the 
Protestant work ethic and Fredrick 
Taylor's managerial micromanagement 
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to the contemporary logic of things 
like the Franklin planner or Bullet 
journaling. As Melissa Gregg, 
Intel's Chief Social Scientist, 
says, "time mastery became a 
defining quality of 
professionals" (2018, 4). 

Time management is defined as a 
form of decision-making used by 
individuals to structure, protect, 
and adapt their time to changing 
conditions (Aeon and Aguinius 
2017). Erich Dierdorff sees 
awareness (being realistic about 
time), arrangement (organizational 
strategies), and adaptation 
(ability to adjust to 
interruptions) as the key skills in 
successful time management (2020).  

The productivity software and 
EdTech markets are large and 
growing. Productivity management 
software was valued at 45 billion 
USD in 2019 and expected to grow 
13% annually through 2027 (Grand 
View Research 2020a). EdTech itself 
was valued at 76 billion USD in 
2019 and expected to grow 17% 
annually through 2027 (Grand View 
Research 2020b). 

There’s an entire ecosystem of 
companies and YouTube-style self-
help gurus that push the need for 
productivity, time management, and 
organization (Eliason, 2017, Keep 
Productive n.d., Patterson 2020, 
Sienkiewicz 2018, Townsend 2017). 
Additionally, a 2018 report by the 
IBM Institute for Business Value 
pinpoints adaptability and time 

management as the top two skills 
"critical for members of the 
workforce today" (La Prade et al. 
n.d.). 

Productivity & College Students 
Studies show that, in general, time 
management skills are good 
predictors of task completion 

(Claessens et al. 2009) and stress 
relief (Aeon and Aguinius 2017). 
However, we also found studies 
focused specifically on the role 
productivity plays in college life. 
Many show a positive relationship 
between organization, time 
management, and student achievement 
(Ahmad et al 2019, Cho et al. 2020, 
Porath and Rosenblum 2019). 

Other studies show that orientation 
sessions focused on organizational 
skills help improve learning in 
online environments (McKenna et al. 
2018) and that time management and 
planning strategies play a role in 
improving academic achievement for 
college students with elevated 
levels of ADHD symptoms (LaCount et 
al. 2018). From a teacher’s 
prospective, there is evidence that 

EdTech was valued at 
76 billion USD in 
2019 and expected 
to grow 17% annually 
through 2027
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they’re overwhelmed with their 
workload and feel "increasingly 
burdened" to also teach time 
management skills (Kent 2018). 

Additionally, the fact that we’re 
developing a mobile app is 
important. As of 2019, 27% of all 
Americans go online mostly on their 
mobile phone and this number jumps 
to 58% for younger adults (Anderson 
2019). Additionally, 45% of 
Americans choose to forego 
broadband at home because "their 
smartphones let them do everything 
they need to do online" (Anderson 
2019). You’ll see that the findings 
by the Pew Research Center align 
with the views of our user research 
participants, whom all see the 
mobile phone as central to their 
lives (see page 15). 

We also know there is a market for 
an organizational app aimed at 
students by doing a simple gloss of 
college and university websites. 
Seemingly all colleges and 
universities from community 
colleges to "elite" institutions 
have "life skills" pages for 
students (e.g., Dartmouth College, 
Harvard University, Kennesaw State 
University, New York University, 
Pellissippi State Community 
College, Purdue University Global, 
Southern New Hampshire University, 
UC San Diego, University of Kansas, 
University of Michigan).  

As will be noted in the user 
research section (see page 15), 
many of our participants saw 

organization as an even more 
important skill due to the changes 
wrought by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
While things in the future are 
uncertain, there is a belief that 
some of the pandemic changes, such 
as more online teaching (Hess 
2020), will be part of our "new 
normal." This makes productivity 
apps like ours even more pressing. 

Caveats & Suggestions 
We need to take seriously the 
limits of productivity (Gregg 
2015). Play and other non-work 
activities (i.e. “down time”) are 
important to college students and 
need to be reckoned with 
in the design and production of 
this type of app.  

We need to be mindful that studies 
show that individual differences 
play a critical role in affecting 
time management outcomes (Aeon and 
Aguinius 2017). 

When designing, we need to know 
that some users might multi-task or 
mono-task. And some might be 
segmenters (work separate from 
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life) and others integrators 
(flowing back and forth). 

We need to be mindful of our 
promises and limitations——time 
management and organization cannot 
solve all problems. As Aeon and 
Aguinius helpfully point out, 
"people who manage their time are, 
like all people, embedded in an 
intricate web of social 
relationships and 
constraints" (2017, 322). 

Finally, we need to also pay 
attention to the suggestions from 
the overall literature and examine 
which strategies might be right for 
us (See list below). 

We will move on next to a specific 
examination of competitor apps to 
analyze them for strengths, 
weaknesses, and opportunities for 
us to do things differently.

Suggested Tips from the Productivity Literature 

•Students likely struggle with awareness about time management and 
adapting to schedule changes. 

•Students need to know the importance of contingency plans. 

•Students need to learn to find and chart individualized peak 
performance times. 

•Students should consider recording and tracking habits. 

•Students need to prioritize the most important tasks first. 

•Students should schedule “protected time”. 

•Students can be helped by breaking down bigger tasks into micro-tasks. 

•Students should consider habit stacking (doing organization alongside 
a known ritual like breakfast). 

•Students should consider working in short bursts with breaks.
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Competitive Audit
The productivity industry is wide, 
encompassing calendars, note-taking 
software, distraction-blocking 
software, communication tools, 
timers, and team organization 
tools. 

The design team focused our audit 
on tools designed for the EdTech 
market: iStudiez Pro, myHomework, 
MyStudyLife, and Studious. And, as 
per instructions from the kickoff 
meeting, we focused our analysis on 
features, price, reminders, the 
ability to export/import data, and 
onboarding. 

What we found was that these tools 
fell short in many areas. While 
each app had some good features, we 
think there’s significant room for 
improvement in terms of features 
and execution. 

Because of this, we also 
investigated task trackers and 
project management tools not aimed 
at the academic market. 
Investigating the comprehensive 
nature of these tools taught us 
lessons about where EdTech tools 
fall short and potential 
opportunities.
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iStudiez Pro 
A task manager that integrates with Apple Calendar. Manual input for all 
data. Syncs on all Mac devices via the cloud (available on Android and 
Windows). While it’s nice that anything the user inputs on their calendar 
will show up in the app (and vice versa), it will also delete an event from 
the user’s Apple Calendar without permission. No clear sense how to input/
edit class information. There’s a grading feature for assignments/exams 
but, with limited onboarding, it’s impossibly complex. The onboarding 
process is minimal, and it’s not clear what the user should do once the 
three “welcoming" commands disappear. Finally, while active, it seems 
abandoned (copyright only to 2019 and doesn’t support new software 
updates).   
  
• Core feature: Calendar (color-code classes) 
• Other features: Assignments/exams (sort by date, priority, course), 
Planner view (upcoming assignments/exams) 

• Price: Weekly: 0.99 USD, Monthly: 1.99 USD, Annual: 9.99 USD (moved to 
“freemium” model in 2019) 

• Reminders: No (presumably can be set through Apple Calendar?) 
• Export/Import: Works with Apple Calendar, doesn’t import any school data

Calendar screen Task screen Planner screen
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MyStudyLife 
A task manager not specifically targeted at college students (4+). Manual 
input for all data. Users authenticate via integration with Apple, 
Facebook, Google, Office 365, or email. Overall, the app is confusing with 
many inconsistencies. For instance, before doing anything, the user is 
prompted to set time blocks, presumably to accommodate both class times or 
homework times. Or, when inputting assignments, if the user doesn’t fill 
out every field, the app tells them the assignment is 0% complete, which is 
very confusing. The onboarding process is clunky, the app initially prompts 
user to link to a website for instruction. The user gets minimal 
instruction afterwards. Finally, the user needs to back out from screens 
after selecting options (colors, time, et cetera). 

• Core feature: Tasks (sort by class, exam) 

• Other features: Calendar (color-code classes, very ugly) 

• Price: Free (we assume they’re selling data and haven’t updated the app 
since Apple’s new data transparency mandate) 

• Reminders: Yes (configure class, exam, and task reminders separately) 

• Export/Import: N/A

Onboarding screen Dashboard screen Calendar screen
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myHomework 
A task manager that aims to build its own ecosystem where teachers upload 
assignments and students download them to this app. While there’s a 
calendar feature, the app’s focus is listing tasks, which are input 
manually (unless your teacher uses the app). It syncs on all Mac devices 
except Watch using the cloud (also available on Android, Kindle, Windows). 
The interface is buggy, glitching every time the user taps it. 
Additionally, buttons often take multiple taps to initialize. The app 
crashed many times while using it. Classes were impossible to enter. 
Positives? Includes ability to cross things out for that “great feeling.” 
The onboarding process is better than other apps audited but also feels 
very cheap. There are instructions for many things even if the interface 
felt underwhelming. 

• Core feature: Task manager (by class, type, priority) 

• Other features: Calendar (color-code classes, very ugly) 

• Price: Free w/ ad-supported or 4.99/year (includes homework importing) 

• Reminders: Yes 

• Export/Import: If your teacher uses Teachers.io, then you could import 
assignments directly into the app

Class input screen Calendar screen Onboarding screen
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Studious 
An attempt by a single developer to make an “all-in-one” platform that 
includes classes, homework, exams, and notes. There are a lot of minor 
issues, like when the user needs to back out from screens once they have 
selected options (colors, time, et cetera). Or when the user tries to add a 
homework assignment but cannot select any classes they created. The app 
includes a scanner but the user cannot save scans——they can only 
immediately print a scan (a feature we could not get to work). The 
onboarding process is abrupt——the user dives right into the app. However, 
the screen organization feels intuitive and there are tutorials hidden 
under a gear icon if the user searches for them. In short, while it’s 
admirable for a single developer to try to incorporate everything into one 
app, every feature here is done better elsewhere.  

• Core feature: No core feature 

• Other features: Homework/exams, notes, class information 

• Price: Free, seemingly no business model 

• Reminders: Yes, but there are no instructions on how to set them 

• Export/Import: N/A

Classes screen Notes screen Calendar screen
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After reviewing these 4 EdTech apps 
and finding their applicability to 
what we want to achieve limited, we 
decided to see what we could learn 
by reviewing tools that aim to 
solve similar problems but are not 
directly targeting colleges and 
university systems.  

Task & Project Managers 
We define task managers as any app 
that helps you manage tasks but is 
meant to be used by individuals or 
small groups. Tools like Any.do and 
Todoist fit in this category. 
Project management tools are 
advanced task managers and are 
aimed at helping businesses 
organize complex projects with 
large teams. Apps like Asana and 
Trello help managers plan, assign 
tasks, and set deadlines for teams. 
That said, there are many people 
that do shift these tools toward 
“personal tasks” (Paschetta 2019).  

After a review of the 4 apps listed 
above, we want to highlight some 
features that we believe should be 
considered in our design process. 

First, all of these apps have 
dedicated onboarding procedures, 
including well-trafficked help 
forums. As our executive 
stakeholders note, good onboarding 
is essential for our success.  

Second, their focus on 
interoperability is important. For 
instance, Todoist, is interoperable 
with 29 other apps while Asana is 
interoperable with over 200 other 

apps. And both work with all major 
ecosystems (Apple, Google, 
Microsoft).  

Third, these apps add specialized 
tools that we believe will be 
helpful for students trying to 
organize their lives. While there 
are many apps through which someone 
could create a list of tasks, these 
programs take it one step further. 
For instance, both Todoist and 
Asana allow the user to create due 
dates, assign priorities, and 
migrate tasks from “to do” to 
“doing” to “done.” 

In short, theses tools are 
significantly more advanced that 
any current tools in the EdTech 
market. That said, we need to be 
mindful that their cost is also 
more significant for individual 
users. 

Other Tools 
We want to acknowledge there are a 
range of other tools we did not 
research because they fall out of 
the scope of setting up the first 
iteration of this project. In the 
future, we hope to consider the 
addition of features such as timers 
(like Pomofocus) and distraction 
blockers (like Freedom).

Any.do 2.99 USD/month (billed annually)

Asana 10.99 USD/month (billed annually)

Todoist 3 USD/month (billed annually)

Trello 10 USD/month (billed annually)
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Stakeholder Interviews
Stakeholder meetings are an opportunity for the design team to get more 
information from stakeholders. These ideally are done after the team 
has done research into the context of the company's agenda. 

As stated in the Kickoff Meeting section (see page 3), since this 
report was produced for an Interaction Design I class at Kennesaw State 
University, there were no stakeholders and, thus, no stakeholder 
meetings. 

Just as I did with the kickoff meeting, I used statements from a 
kickoff meeting worksheet completed in class to imagine what 
stakeholder meetings might be like. 

For these hypothetical meetings, I’m assuming that the design team has 
completed a research-based literature review and competitive audit to 
get a greater sense of context before asking stakeholders questions. 

Bolstered by this knowledge, the team meets with various stakeholders 
to understand what they want to get out of this project, or, as GDD 
would ask, what are stakeholder goals?

During meetings with various 
stakeholders, the design team 
learned: 

• The goal is to target incoming 
students but aim for wider 
applicability. 

• The app should be a “constant 
companion” in students' lives that 
works easily with other products 
(i.e., calendars, notes, etc). 

• Easy exporting/importing of data 
is central to this app. 

• Export/import? Calendar access, 
campus life stuff, class 
information, key dates, et cetera.  

• The goal is to incorporate data 
from different institutions and 
platforms (i.e., Google, Apple). 

• Key to product uptake is that 
students can find all relevant 
information in one place. 

After the completion of various 
meetings the design team thanked 
stakeholders for their time and 
insights. At this point, the design 
team shifted toward user research 
to see how stakeholder goals 
aligned with potential user goals.
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User Research 
Interviews

To begin the user research process, 
the design team needed a sense of 
whom they might research. GDD 
suggests that design teams complete 
a persona hypothesis at this stage 
to identify likely candidates for 
user research. This is a "first try 
at defining the different kinds of 
users for a product" (Cooper 2014, 
46). 

For a persona hypothesis, we 
imagined that we might have two 
main types of users, although these 
would both be within the same user 
role (i.e., performing the same 
tasks within the product/service). 

We hypothesized that an app like 
ours would have "high 
knowledge" (detail-oriented and 
already use some type of 
organization strategy) and "medium 
knowledge" (no coherent 
organizational strategy, but will 
find value in our ease of use) 
users. We decided to leave out "low 
knowledge" organizers because users 
like that would most likely need 
some type of extra apparatus to be 
truly successful (first-year 
studies class, advising, etc). 

To the design team, “high 
knowledge” users will already have 
thoughts on organizing. They most 
likely will want to be able to edit 

and augment data in more thorough 
ways. “Medium knowledge” users will 
want more work done for them by the 
app and will do less editing to 
data imported from other sources. 
This type of user will also need 
more notifications set and need a 
rich onboarding process. 

In the process of user research, 
the team needs to either verify or 
complicate these assumptions. 

To understand potential users, GDD 
uses ethnographic observation and 
interviews similar to Hugh Beyer 
and Karen Holtzblatt's contextual 
inquiry process. The goal of 
interviews is to get a better sense 
of user lives, behaviors, and 
potential goals. According to Sam 
Ladner, a noted applied 
ethnographer, "the ethnographic 
enterprise is to understand people, 
their beliefs, attitudes, norms, 
and behaviors. Your role as a data 
analyst is to make the connections 
between what participants do and 
say, and what your stakeholders 
want to know about their 
products" (Ladner 2016, 141-142). 

While the Covid-19 pandemic made 
user observation impossible, we 
were still able to complete 8 user 
interviews with college students
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from across the state of Georgia. 

After receiving user research 
certification from Kennesaw State 
University's Institutional Review 
Board (IRB-FY21-393), we posted 
messages on Reddit pages associated 
with schools in the University 
System of Georgia -- Georgia 
Southern, Georgia State University, 
Georgia Institute of Technology, 
University of Georgia, University 
of North Georgia, University of 
West Georgia, and Valdosta State 
University. Potential enrollees in 
the study were asked to fill out a 

quick survey to allow us to assess 
applicability and, if chosen, were 
offered a 15 dollar USD gift card 
of their choosing if they 
participated in a "roughly 45 
minute" interview.  

These particular Reddit boards were 
chosen because they were active 
enough to potentially elicit 
responses to the posting and we 
also wanted to find some way to 
help out Georgia-based college 
students effected by the Covid-19 
pandemic in some small way via the 
gift card incentive.

User research interview participants
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Over 300 people responded to the 
call for participation and 8 
students were selected. These 
students were enrolled (Spring 
2021) at 4-year institutions in 
Georgia (Georgia Southern, GT, UNG, 
UGA). Of the 8, 4 identified as 
male and 4 as female. Participants 
identified as being from a range of 
racial or ethnic backgrounds: 
"African-American," "Asian," 
"Hispanic," "Korean," "North 
African Arab," "White/Hispanic," 
and "White." 5 were identified as 
"3rd year," 1 as "1st year," 1 as 
"2nd year," and 1 as "4th year.” 

Interviews were completed virtually 
using tools like Discord, Google 
Meet, and Microsoft Teams. In these 
interviews, the design team asked 
participants questions about their 
lives as college students with a 
particular emphasis on how they 
organized their lives. 

Before turning to analysis, we will 
quickly outline each interview 
participant to give some context 
for whom was interviewed: 

Laila, 3rd year  
The Covid-19 pandemic changed 
Laila's organization strategies a 
lot, shifting most of her work to 
digital platforms. She organizes to 
achieve a work-life balance and 
loves color coding her "to do" 
lists and notes. In addition to 
school, she is involved with a 
housing task force on campus, an 
Arab social club, and a volleyball 
club. 

Sasha, 3rd year 
Without organization Sasha doesn’t 
think she'd do well in college. She 
has an extensive organizational 
strategy that includes everything 
from a dry erase calendar to the 
use of Google Home. In addition to 
school, Sasha is involved with rock 
climbing, roller skating, and, 
during the pandemic, she started a 
"study buddy" Discord server to 
help keep herself and others on 
track in a virtual environment.  

Nathan, 4th year 
Nathan will soon graduate college. 
He switches up his organization 
strategies every semester to keep 
it fresh. He loves looking at 
numbers related to his productivity 
and charts how much work he does 
each semester in an informal way. 
In addition to classes, he’s 
incredibly busy with flying, 
sailing, and energy clubs on his 
campus in addition to volunteering 
at an ESL organization and a maker 
space. 

Mori, 3rd year 
Mori is a meticulous planner who 
needs routine. In addition to the 
many tools he uses, he keeps a 
single sticky note on his computer 
desktop to get a bird’s eye view of 
the whole semester. In addition to 
classes, he is very involved in a 
video game development club and 
loves working out.
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Nely, 2nd year 
Nely is still looking for her place 
in school and can't yet decide 
between a love of computers or art. 
The Covid-19 pandemic made her 
realize how important time is and 
has made her more conscious of her 
habits and organization strategies. 
She tries out many different tools 
and needs notifications to keep her 
on track. 

Brennen, 3rd year 
Brennen has a lot of 
responsibility. In addition to 
school, he is a resident advisor 
and an avid intramural soccer 
player. While he dislikes it when 
he isn't organized and considers 
himself to be very structured, he 
also knows he needs to make time 
for the things in his life he 
enjoys. 

Alicia, 1st year 
While only a 1st year college 
student, Alicia has a good sense of 
what she wants to do in life and 
also knows that she's a routine 
drive person. That said, she loves 
trying new organization techniques 
to improve her routine. In addition 
to class, she belongs to a first 
year leadership club and is on the 
marketing committee for the student 
foundation on campus. 

Elcio, 3rd year 
Elcio has dealt with the Covid-19 
pandemic by keeping organization 
always present——he keeps a planner 
open on his desk in his room at all 
times. Like many students, he finds 
the amount of tools he needs to use 
for school and all the different 
places to go to look for 
information about classes or school 
frustrating. 

Analysis 
To make sense of recorded interview sessions and extensive notes, we used a 
conceptually-ordered matrix (Ladner 2016, 153) as a way to search for 
codes, or patterns, amongst all the participants. This type of matrix, used 
frequently in applied ethnography, organizes participants along one axis 
with key concepts related to research along the other. We analyzed each 
participant in terms:

• Organization rituals 

• The importance of organization to 
their lives 

• What they like/dislike about 
organizing 

• Personal strategies for organizing 

• Tools they used 

• What they wish was easier about 
organizing 

• Advice for their younger selves 
about organization and college
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Key Findings 
While each participant utilized 
unique and personalized strategies 
for organizing their lives, a 
common theme did appear during 
interviews. Organization is used as 
a tool to help students achieve 
something else in their lives. 
Brennen, Laila, and Nely want a 
good work-life balance. Alicia, 
Elcio, Mori, and Sasha use 
organization as a tool to make sure 
they are achieving a sense of 
personal greatness and as a way to 
manage stress. Nathan wants a sense 
of control over his life. In short, 
organization should be seen not as 
a thing in itself but as a means to 
an end. 

We also identified two important 
behavior patterns. First, many 
participants expressed how 
difficult sizing tasks——knowing how 
long something will take——can be. 
Nathan said that, even after 4 
years of school, he wishes he was 
better at knowing how long projects 
take to finish. Elcio said he has 
gotten better over time and now has 
a good sense of how long homework 
takes. Laila learned over time to 
break down tasks to make school 
work more “digestible." Similarly, 
Mori likes to break down larger 

projects into “bite sized” pieces 
so he isn’t “overwhelmed.” Sizing 
tasks is important because, as Nely 
said, “I usually underestimate how 
long homework takes and 
overestimate how long other things 
take [and that] just kind of ends 
up with me procrastinating.”  

Additionally, many participants 
wanted better interoperability——the 
ability for all their tools and 
pools of information to “talk” to 
one another——in their organization 
systems. Sasha also loves it when 
programs like Zoom send 
notifications directly to her 
calendar when meetings or class  

times are set. While Brennen 
doesn’t want everything in one  
spot, he would like his tools "to 
talk to each other." Elcio, Laila, 
and Sasha echoed these sentiments. 
We believe these two behavior 
patterns should a major area of 
focus (and opportunity) for 
Project: Opus. 

Other Observations 
All participants said the mobile 
phone is central to their lives. 
Echoing most participants, as Nely 
said, "I'm addicted to my phone.”

Laila: "the way I operate is taking a task and 
dividing it into what I can so that it's more 
digestible, you know what I mean?”
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All participants explained how they 
got better at organization over 
time. Many participants focused on 
the fact that transitioning to 
college is hard because of the lack 
of structure——with more freedom 
comes more chances to get 
distracted. Nely said, "college has 
more things to do at random times 
compared to high school.” Elcio 
said college was a big change 
because "I started living on my 
own.” 

It seems well-organized students 
tend to budget time at the 
beginning of the semester to 
capture the "big picture." For 
instance, Alicia starts organizing 
“as soon as I start getting my 
syllabi” and Mori puts every class 
and assignment on a single note on 
his computer before classes start. 

Many participants, like Alicia, 
agreed that notifications keep them 
on track. That said, as Laila 
noted, notifications can get out of 
control. Nely and Elcio agree that 
too many notifications are 
annoying. 

All participants wanted better 
communication strategies to be used 

by their schools. As Laila said, 
"you don't get the necessary 
response that you need.” In short, 
there are too many emails and few 
students are reading all or any of 
them. Many participants noted that 
it would be nice if they could 
personalize the types of messages 
they receive. Additionally, as both 
Alicia and Brennan noted, schools 
should be more open to using social 
media platforms students are more 
likely to use. 

Many participants loved eliminating 
things from their "to do" lists. 
Nathan said, “I like the feeling of 
crossing something out." This 
aligns with studies  that say 
completing small tasks is linked 
with the flood of dopamine (the 
"feel-good" neurotransmitter) in 
your brain (Ryback 2016). 

Many of the participants enjoyed 
decorating and/or color coding 
their notes. As Laila said, she's a 
“pretty visual” person. Nely said 
that decorating her notes "kind of 
motivates me a little to do more 
notes because I can make them all 
pretty." Sasha (“stuff in red” is 
critical) and Nathan color coded 
calendars as well.

Elcio: "transitioning from high school to 
college was definitely a big thing. Because I 
came here, I started living on my own.”
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We also learned some things that 
these students prioritize when 
organizing. These will be helpful 
when defining requirements and 
wireframing later:  

• Class times 

• Important due dates from syllabi 
(exams, term papers, et cetera) 

• Exercise times 

• Meetings with professors/tutors 

• Club/extracurricular meeting 
times 

• Dorm/apartment move-in/move-out 
dates 

• Work schedules 

• Payment due dates (credit card, 
rent, et cetera) 

Caveats and Disclaimers 
There are limitations to any 
research study and we want to 
acknowledge things that may shape 
our understanding of the matters at 
hand.   

First, we interviewed 8 students at 
different 4-year colleges across 
the state of Georgia. This means 
our data may have less 

applicability for 2-year 
Associate’s degrees. 

Second, we enrolled participants in 
the study by posting a recruitment 
script on the Reddit pages of 
Georgia-based schools. Using Reddit 
as a tool to seek participants 
potentially privileges tech-savvy 
participants and “always on” 
individuals. 
Third, we offered a 15 dollar USD 
gift card for participation. 
Offering money in exchange for 
information obviously shapes 
participation, potentially 
privileging entrepreneurial or 
people in serious need.  

Finally, people who self-select 
into this type of study are more 
than likely to already have 

opinions on organization (and that 
played out in the interviews). 
Since being organized and 
productive are seen as virtuous 
qualities in American life, people 
who are less organized might avoid 
this study even with an incentive 
to join.

Nely: “I usually underestimate how long 
homework takes [and that] just kind of ends 
up with me procrastinating things.”
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Personas
At the end of the GDD Research 
Phase, the design team modeled (or 
reduced) our research data to 
salient features that emphasize key 
user behaviors. These models are 
called personas, which are 
“composite archetypes based on 
behavior patterns” uncovered during 
research (Cooper 2014, 62). 

In short, a persona is a 
narrativized shorthand explanation 
of research. Personas are not only 
valuable for the design team (to 
stay focused on user goals), but 
also help stakeholders and others 
understand the logic behind our 
design decisions. 

Let’s meet Patrick and Marsha. They 
are based on evidence——patterns we 
saw during the research. Patrick’s 
our primary persona, or the target 
for this app. He embodies behaviors 
such as a need for nudging to stay 
on track and a frustration at 
knowing how long work will take. 
Marsha’s our secondary persona and 
embodies behaviors like using 
organization to achieve greatness 
and a desire for rewards with 
completing tasks. While we’ll focus 
our efforts on satisfying the 
behaviors Patrick represents, we 
believe we can satisfy some of 
Marsha’s needs without harming 
Patrick’s experience.
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Patrick Little — primary persona 
• 19 years old 
• Undecided major 
• No extracurricular clubs but occasionally 
plays soccer with friends 

• Loves video games, sporadically records speed 
runs for Super Mario Galaxy on Twitch

End Goals, wants to be able. . . 
• To "size" school work effectively 
• To adapt to changes in their schedule 
• To have their organizing tools speak to one another 
• To have a personalized relationship regarding information from their 
school 

Life Goals, wants to be. . . 
• A good student who uses organization in their school life so they can get 
back to what matters most

Narrative 
Patrick is an early 2nd-year student in college. He still lives in a dorm 
because he enjoys the energy there. He loves all the things to do at 
college——new people, experiences, and challenges——but sometimes loses 
track of everything. Patrick fears missing out on life while also knowing 
that he’s in college for a reason. In short, Patrick sees college like a 
job, or a means to an end. Patrick struggles with motivation from time-to-
time and can be easily distracted. There are a lot of things he wants to 
spend time on——video games, Twitch, Reddit, and, yes, even homework. 

He knows he needs help paying attention and knows that organization helps. 
He keeps lots of notes but they tend to be all over the place. When he is 
organized, he focuses on his most immediate concerns. He gets frustrated 
when he thinks a school assignment will take 30 minutes but takes him far 
longer. He knows he needs to get better at this. 

Like many college students, his mobile phone is central to his life. He 
loves notifications that remind him (even if they sometime annoy him) and 
also loves it when apps do the work for him——like sending a scheduling 
reminder directly to his calendar. 

He wishes the programs/apps that his school uses would "share" information 
more easily——everything feels disconnected. He also thinks his school 
sends out too many emails that don't interest him.
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Marsha Daniels — secondary persona 
• 20 years old 
• Computer science major 
• Treasurer for the CS campus club and member  
of The Boathouse, an intramural rowing club 

• Loves video games, runs 3 Discord servers

End Goals, wants to be able. . . 
• To have long term view of their work 
• To be rewarded for completing tasks 
• To have their organizing tools speak to one another 
• To have a personalized relationship regarding information from their 
school 

Life Goals, wants to be. . . 
• A good student who uses organization of their school life to achieve 
greatness and mitigate stress

Narrative 
Marsha is a high-performing, 3rd-year student who loves college. She’s 
involved in a lot of extracurriculars and is going to miss the the whole 
experience once it's over. All that said, she also feels the weight of 
achievement and knows that doing well in classes is a key to unlocking 
future opportunities. All of this causes her stress. 

To manage that stress, she stays on top of her schedule. She knows what's 
happening today, tomorrow, and weeks from now. It's not always easy but 
she does it. She knows she needs to plan ahead, make time for her classes, 
adjust to life's changes, and also schedule time for herself. She loves 
video games and chatting with friends who live far away on Discord. 

She has an intricate organizational strategy that is personal to her. She 
utilizes a lot of tools and has very specific rules for what information 
goes where. She loves crossing things off lists and decorating her class 
notes——it makes the process feel more meaningful to her. 

She loves when apps do work for her, like sending a scheduling reminder 
directly to her calendar, but she also wants the ability to personalize 
interactions. She wishes the programs/apps that her school uses would 
"share" information more easily——everything feels siloed. And, while she 
reads all of them, she also thinks her school sends out too many emails 
that are of no interest to her.
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Conclusion
The goal of doing research is 
twofold.  

First, we must learn and 
incorporate user goals. The design 
team did this through extensive 
user research that identified 
primary and secondary personas. 
These personas will guide our 
designs going forward and help us 
stay focused on designing 
interactions that allow users to 
achieve their goals. 

Second, we learned about 
stakeholder goals through meetings 
and extensive research of the 
extant literature and a competitive 
audit. This is done because, while 
our main purpose is to help users 
achieve their goals, we cannot do 
so without aligning our objectives 
with stakeholder goals.  

The Research and Modeling Phases of 
GDD taught the design team a 
considerable amount and set us up 
to produce a well-informed app 
design. As a way to show that 
research and learning are never 
really ever complete, we want to 
highlight some things we will need 
to consider going forward. 

First, we want to acknowledge that 
the design decisions made today 
will shape design decisions in the 
future. Thus, it’s best to think of 
this app as a first iteration. With 
growth and the uptake of Project: 

Opus by colleges and university 
systems, we have the potential to 
move to other devices (tablet, 
desktop) and platforms (Android, 
Windows). We need to make sure our 
design decisions acknowledge those 
future potentials. 

Second, although we are designing 
for identified behaviors, we need 
to be mindful that individual 
differences play a critical role in 
affecting time management outcomes 
(Aeon and Aguinius 2017). When 
designing, we need to know that 
some users might multi-task or 
mono-task. And some might be 
segmenters (work separate from 
life) and others integrators 
(flowing back and forth). That 
means we should be flexible and 
thoughtful in how specific features 
manifest. 

Finally, we cannot forget that play 
is important and that we need 
features in this app that help 
students plan for downtime. This is 
important to Patrick, or primary 
persona, so it should be important 
to us.
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