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About the Product 

All lecture halls and auditoriums at the University of Washington provide seats 

with built-in desks built into them. The desks were built to help students learn by giving 

them a place to take notes and comfortably learn. These desks fold out and provide a 

small wooden surface for students to use. Yet, in many rooms such as Kane 130, Mary 

Gates 389, and Johnson 102, these desks hinder the ability of a student to learn and 

fails to meet the new needs of the students. 

 

Stakeholder Research 

Direct Stakeholders 

The direct stakeholders who use these desks daily are the students at the 

University of Washington. To understand their primary goals and values, I used multiple 

methods of research. The first method I used to conduct research was an online survey 

(See Appendix A). A survey is the fastest and most efficient way to collect general 

information and thoughts on a product. My intention was to get a broad understanding 

of a student’s motivation and attitude towards the lecture hall desks. I placed my survey 

on Facebook as well as Wildfire, diversifying my responses. I also conducted research 

using interviews (See Appendix C). While interviews took longer than a survey, each 

interview provided me with specific feedback. I was able to hear new perspectives and 

ask follow-up questions to empathize with the users.  

Based on all my research, I was able to understand students’ primary goals and 

motivations. A student’s primary goal during class is to be able to efficiently learn the 

necessary material and graduate with a degree in a field they are interested in. To do 

so, students want to be able to focus on the lecture. Through my research, I realized 

that students valued comfort. They believe that being comfortable allows them to learn 

more effectively and understand the course content better by allowing them to focus 

more on their learning than discomfort. I noticed that comfort includes being able to 

move the desk around, having a place to use and charge laptops and other technology, 

and suiting the student’s physical needs. 

Overall, the desks are built in ways that the students’ goals and values are not 

being met. The desks are hinged in one position, forcing users into certain 

uncomfortable positions and do not allow users to move their desk around. For most 

students, the prolonged use of these desks distracts them from their learning, failing to 

fit their primary goal, which is to learn.  



 

 

Indirect Stakeholders 

The first indirect stakeholder of the lecture hall desks is the UW Classroom 

Facilities Services employees (CFS). CFS employees are responsible for the 

maintenance and repairs of lecture halls. Currently, the desks are only hinged on one 

side, creating an unstable surface that can easily break if too much pressure is applied. 

Every time a desk breaks, CFS must come in and fix it. To avoid having to make 

constant repairs, people in the CFS office want desks that are strong and durable.  

Another indirect user is the student’s guardians. Many are paying for part of the 

student’s education and, thus, are invested in that education. Through an online survey 

of guardians (See Appendix B), I learned that their main reason for sending their 

student to college is so that their student will be able to learn and graduate with a 

degree. Almost 75% of parents agree that a poorly designed desk can adversely affect 

learning. Due to their investment in their student’s education, 84.2% of parents believe 

that the poorly designed desks indirectly affect them as well. 

 

Design Critique  

Lack of Space 

The largest frustration all users had with the desks is the lack of space available 

on the desks. This lack of space prevented them from taking notes, which my daily 

observations showed was the most common way students learn during a lecture. The 

affordance of the desk, how much a student could place on it, was less than what the 

user needed in order to effectively take notes. Many students complain that the size of 

the desk is smaller than one piece of paper, while students normally have multiple 

sheets of paper, pencils, erasers, calculators and note sheets. These desks’ lack of 

space has forced students to spend time coming up with different solutions to try to 

make themselves more comfortable, rather than taking notes and learning during a 

lecture.  



 

During tests, students are forced to spend valuable time juggling things on their 

lap or chasing materials down after they fall off the desk. This impedes a student’s 

ability to take the test, which is a key way students show what they have learnt. Since 

professors don’t allow students to keep unauthorized items out during a test, students 

cannot use anything else to keep their materials in place, forcing them to keep spare 

paper on their knees and extra pencils/erasers/calculator on the ground. Furthermore, 

for students who experience back pain (or with a back brace), the lack of space means 

that they must either painfully bend down to grab more materials, causing major 

discomfort, or waste time trying to shuffle papers and materials around.  

 

Lack of Adjustability to Suit Different Users 

Another frustration many students have is that the desk is built for one optimal 

user. This user is a right-handed and abled bodied student of average height who takes 

notes with a paper and pencil. The lecture halls desks can only fall into one position 

without any way of changing it. Due to this design flaw, a seat’s affordance is based on 

your handedness. Left-handed students are either forced to sit on one side of the room 

Left: A desk covered with the typical test materials. 

Right: A user trying to take a test and having to juggle all the materials on his desk and knees 



 

instead of being able to sit where they are most 

comfortable or are forced to uncomfortably sit at a 

right-handed desk. Both of these issues impede that 

student’s ability to learn. In fact, while 11% of the 

population is left-handed, less than 10% of the seats 

are left-handed in any lecture hall, even as low as 

5.83% (Geer, 2015) (Kane Hall (KNE)). When sitting 

at a right-handed desk, the amount of pain in a left-

handed student’s wrist and back causes the student 

to focus more on comfort than on learning the 

required content or focusing on their test. Also, from 

personal experience, left-handed users with visibility 

problems are forced to sit near the center, so they are 

forced to make a difficult choice. On the other end of 

the spectrum, right-handed people on crutches or with 

low mobility may want to sit at the end of the row, but 

cannot because they cannot comfortably write on a 

left-handed desk.  

For the 25% of students who are taller than the 

average height range (>71.5 inches), these desks are 

often too low, forcing them to have to sit in 

uncomfortable positions to avoid having their knees hit the table (Halls, 2019). This 

discomfort once again detracts from their learning. Users with low mobility in their hands 

struggle to remove the desk as the desk needs to be pulled and swiveled. This could 

frustrate them or cause them to be in an uncomfortable situation where they have to ask 

their neighbors to help them. 

Since these desks were built, the use of technology has risen in classrooms in 

many different ways. Now, based on my observations, more than 67% of note takers 

are using their laptops. In-class activities such as polls and quizzes are now often done 

online. The current desks fail to meet the needs of laptop users. When working on a 

laptop, users want the desk to be in the middle, but since the desk cannot move, they 

are forced to sit at an awkward angle to be able to type. There is also a lack of charging 

ports around the desk, forcing users to sit at the end of the rows. 

Overall, the lack of adjustability and function in the desks fails to meet the needs 

of the modern user, causing discomfort to almost 78% of users. By only being able to 

stay in one position, the desk lacks the necessary adjustability to fit user’s needs. 

Instead, the hinged desks are distracting students from learning. The desks have low 

affordances and are not built to work for a variety of users. 

A tall left-handed student struggling in a 

right-handed desk. He is forced to sit at 

an awkward angle, hurting his back, 

legs, and neck.  



 

Re-Design Proposal 

Idea 1 

The first redesign proposal includes a screen that can also double as a desk. The 

screen will always be set out as if it is being used by a user, but can temporarily be lifted 

for when the student is sitting down or getting up from the seat. By making the screen 

nearly the length of the chair, it will allow more space for users to place their objects. A 

limiting factor to this design could be the length of the screen versus its sturdiness, so I 

would have to find an appropriate balance. The length will also allow left handed users 

to be able to sit at any desk and allow laptop notetakers to place the desk at the center. 

The buttons on the side panel will allow the user to change the height and tilt of the 

desk, allowing taller users to comfortably write in a way that does not hurt their knees or 

back. Assuming the lecture hall has the ability, the side panel will also include a 

headphone jack to allow hearing impaired users to hear the lecture more clearly. Both 

the side panel and a plate under the screen will provide more stability for the desk while 

the side panel also provides a charging port.  

Finally, the screen will increase the affordance of the desk. Users will scan their 

Husky Card to use the screen (making it easier for low mobility users) and it will 

automatically adjust the desk to the users preferred settings. For users with disabilities, 

there will be numerous options to make the desk usable (such as bigger text, one 

handed use, etc.) as well as the option to insert any external devices they need to use 

the screen. The screen also allows a user to pull up an electronic notepad that 



 

autosaves to their Google Drive which they can use with the provided tablet pen as well 

as an option to mirror the lecture slides at the front of the room. All of these proposed 

changes will increase the affordance of the desk by adding adjustability and the ability 

to charge laptops, allowing a user to comfortably sit in class and take notes, letting them 

focus on their learning. 

 

Idea 2 

In the second redesign proposal, there will be two separate desks that come from 

underneath the chair. Because of the slider bolted to the ground, the desk can be slid 

from underneath the chair and then raised to the user’s desired height. By using a motor 

controlled by buttons on the side panel, users with impairments in their hand can also 

adjust the desks. A possible limitation is that students will not realize the desk is 

underneath and may need a signifier, probably on the chair in front of them. Another is 

that the side panel will need to have enough room to easily accommodate the new 

buttons.  

The seat will have two desks underneath it, one on each side. This allows both 

left-handed and right-handed to use every seat in the room while also allowing users 

who need more room the ability to get a larger desk by raising up both. The user can 

then move the desk closer or further away from them based on their preference. The 

desks also double as viewable screens with headphone jacks, allowing visually and 

hearing-impaired users to see the PowerPoint and hear the professor a lot clearer. Each 

time a button is pressed, it will light up to provide feedback to the user that something is 

happening. These changes allow the user to become more comfortable as they can 



 

change what side of the seat they want their desk on and can choose how much desk 

space they want.  
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Appendix 

A. Student Lecture Hall Desk Responses: 

- https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Tni3RhXkeMyAybkOaIfa-

KZCAPsT7D8H1iGRDNGyCjA/edit?usp=sharing  

B. Parent Lecture Hall Desk Responses: 

- https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10WDYCM3HjTRu6jVayEIgYU12WdPU

LdoJbwVh2wvRVUs/edit?usp=sharing  

C. Interview Transcripts: 

- https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hvvWYj7RdP2yk1ahsevbGdba5zTW0hQM

eSu3A7Kpqrw/edit?usp=sharing  

D. Other Re-Design Sketches 

- https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/19jLbqstkbDO5KjREYZIagTv58LmJrd1U?u

sp=sharing  
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