
6.1040: Software Design
Arvind Satyanarayan & Max Goldman
(with slides from Daniel Jackson)
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What does ChatGPT mean for        
the future of programming?
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So...  
what's the point of a class 
on full stack web dev?
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This class isn't just about 
software engineering  

This class is also about 
software design
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This class isn't just about 
software engineering  

This class is also about  
software design

What’s the 
difference?
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UzffnbBex6c


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SWB-KLXN-Ok
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linguistic

icons, labels, tooltips, 
site structure

example: consistent icons

https://mashable.com/article/twitter-follow-button-redesign
https://twitter.com/haroonmeer/status/1426059458543857666?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1426059458543857666%7Ctwgr%5E606a8e930bb9fd5ed339c6201db223ced41f8729%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https://jarango.com/2021/08/15/why-youre-having-trouble-with-that-twitter-redesign/
https://jarango.com/2021/08/15/why-youre-having-trouble-with-that-twitter-redesign/
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https://medium.com/@ovidem/what-a-bad-interface-can-do-c5c9cf986e09


slides.pdfslides.gdoc

slides.pdfslides.gdoc

Google drive in cloud

Google drive on client machine

Another directory on client machine

slides.pdfslides.gdoc

slides.pdfslides.gdoc

Google drive in cloud

Google drive on client machine

Another directory on client machine

slides.pdfslides.gdoc

Google drive in cloud

Google drive on client machine

Another directory on client machine

slides.pdfslides.gdoc

slides.pdfslides.gdoc

url

Google drive in cloud

Google drive on client machine

Another directory on client machine

slides.pdfslides.gdoc

slides.pdfslides.gdoc

url

Google drive in cloud

Google drive on client machine

Another directory on client machine

slides.pdfslides.gdoc

url

Google drive in cloud

Google drive on client machine

Another directory on client machine

move sync

sync concept doesn’t behave according to conventional design
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Course Logistics
Schedule 
Lectures: MW230-4, required 
Recitations: Thursdays, recommended 
Office Hours: throughout the week Individual 

Assignments (60%) 
Design and implement 
your own (small, scoped) 
social media app

Team Project (25%) 
Identify a problem, 
design and implement 
an app to address it.

Class Contributions (10%) 
Constructive ways that benefit 
your classmates (e.g., blog posts, 
critiques, forum Q&A, etc.)

Website 
http://61040-fa24.github.io

Discourse Forum 
http://61040-forum.csail.mit.edu 
Q&A, discussions about class material, 
design ideas/critiques.  
Sign up for an account.

Preps (5%) 
Short weekly exercises 
to help you prepare for 
recitation or lecture. 
Graded as check-offs.
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Course Logistics
Schedule 
Lectures: MW230-4, required 
Recitations: Thursdays, recommended 
Office Hours: throughout the week

Website 
http://61040-fa24.github.io

Discourse Forum 
http://61040-forum.csail.mit.edu 
Q&A, discussions about class material, 
design ideas/critiques.  
Sign up for an account.

Technology Policy (in lectures) 
Please, no laptops or phones in lecture. 
iPads are a-okay. 
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END INTERLUDE
Course Admin
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This is a class about  
software design
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This is a class about  
software design

STEP ONE 
Identifying a 
problem worth solving
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"You can observe a lot by 
just watching" 

– Yogi Berra
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u/whatthesamm, posted to r/DesirePath on Sept. 22, 2019.



40



41



42

Look for workarounds and hacks 

"Errors" are goldmines 

What do you look for?

Pay attention to artifacts 
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From Observations to Interviews
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The What

From Observations to Interviews
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The What

The Why

From Observations to Interviews
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“What do you need?” 

“What problems do you 
have with [X]?“
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User Interviews



56
time

en
de

d-
ne

ss

close

open

Intro
Frame

Reflection

Wrap Up

Adapted from Michael Berry.

Evoke Stories

Build Rapport

Naïve Outsider: "I'm not from here, 
how does the housing market work?" 

Changes Over Time: "How are things 
different than they were last year?" 

Reflecting Back: "So, what I hear you 
saying is... Is that right?" 

Language: "Why do you call your office 
'the command post'?"

User Interviews
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Clarification: "...and when you say [X], 
what do you mean exactly?" 

Success & Failure: "Could you describe 
your most successful sales call? And now 
tell me about one that was a disaster?" 

Be flexible: adjust questions to their 
previous answers; use their language; 
pick up on/ask for examples.

User Interviews
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(a little bit of) Silence is golden! 

Don't... 

✘ Suggest Answers:  trust the question, ask 
it and stop talking. 

✘ Use Binary or Absolute Scales: prevent 
follow-ups. 

✘ Pose Hypotheticals: we want real stories, 
not something generic they made up. 

✘ "Tell me a story about yourself"

User Interviews
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Unpack Contradictions. 

Point to their reactions: "Why do 
you roll your eyes when you say that?"

User Interviews
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Analyzing Interview Results
Goals 

You can explain why people do unusual things. 
Develop your point of view as a designer. 
Define the scope of your project
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Analyzing Interview Results
Goals 

You can explain why people do unusual things. 
Develop your point of view as a designer. 
Define the scope of your project

Process 
Look for surprises, tensions, and contradictions in what people said. 
Reflect on the implications for your project. 
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Summary
Need finding helps us ground our design in real (not imagined) 
user needs. 

Observation is a good way to uncover the "what": workarounds, 
hacks, errors that suggest an opportunity for a design intervention. 

Interviews help us connect through to the "why": people make 
sense to themselves, and it's our job to understand how to square 
the contradictions/tensions. 

Key to interview success: build rapport + be willing to veer off 
script and follow-up surprising/unexpected threads.


