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About Me
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Luis Merino
20+ years in graphic, web & digital media design

9+ years in higher ed web & UX design

4th time presenting @ TACCM

(Formerly) Director, Digital Experience @ Dallas College

(Currently) Product Design Manager @ Baylor Scott & White



My 9-Year UX Adventure @ Dallas College
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2015 2024

2015: Started as 
Rich Media 
Developer/ 
Producer

2018: Became 
Assistant Director of 

Digital Experience

2021: Became 
Director of Digital 

Experience
2024: Moved on
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2015 2024

 LuisMerino.com/9Blocks

The 9 most important UX lessons I learned during my 9 years.



Test to See What 
Clicks

5

What is it?

• Watching real users try your design

• Observing friction or confusion

• Iterate or improve design

#1

2015 2024

+  USABILITY TESTING

2015

AI-generated illustration



Jobs/Careers Subsite (2015)

Background 

• Careers site was outdated

The Assignment

• Redesign the site

How did I learn this lesson?
2015

2015 2024



1. I created new designs

2. Printed them out and took them to colleagues 
to get user feedback

3. Refined based on feedback



2015 Outcome

• Run your designs through 
real users, even in low-fi 
or paper, and see how 
they use it.

• It’s always an eye-
opening experience.

LESSON #1

+  USABILITY TESTING

Today



Make Sense of the 
Pieces
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What is it?

• Investigating complexity

• Organizing unclear content

• Finding patterns

• Translating into clarity

#2
+  SENSEMAKING

2015 2024

2016

AI-generated illustration



Program Page Pathways (2016)

Background 

• Program descriptions were flat and text-heavy

The Assignment

• Redesign program pages

• Visualize relationships between degrees and 
certificates

How did I learn this lesson?
2016

2015 2024



1. We turned into detectives

2. Interviewed stakeholders to understand connections

3. Made sense of complexity



• Sensemaking is a core UX 
skill. 

• It’s often required to turn 
complexity and 
disorganization into 
something clear and 
intuitive.

LESSON #2

+  SENSEMAKING

Outcome

• 3 new pages 
launched



Build Together to Go 
Farther

13

What does it look like?

• Intentional and strategic

• Shared ownership and mutual trust

• Bold co-creation

#3
+  RADICAL COLLABORATION

2015 2024

2017

AI-generated illustration



Unified Student Experience Website (2017)

Background 

• Leadership decided to consolidate all 9 college 
websites into unified platform

• In less than 6 months 

The Assignment

• Lead design for the unified experience

• While navigating individual colleges’ loss of 
autonomy

How did I learn this lesson?
2017

2015 2024



1. Long story short: we built the new platform

2. To meet deadline, decisions were siloed. But weak buy-in from college teams

AI-generated illustration



Program Overview Pages (2018)

Background 

• Because of rushed migration, program pages 
were inconsistent

The Assignment

• Lead design of new, consistent program page 
template 

• Improve clarity, usability, and findability and 
regain buy-in from college teams

“But, that wasn’t collaboration.”  
2018

2015 2024



1. Started with making sense of complexity with teams

2. Facilitated brainstorm session for design

3. Ran usability testing and included college teams

+  USABILITY TESTING+  SENSEMAKING



Outcome

• Consistent program 
pages

• Buy-in from college 
teams

• Going fast alone leads to 
more work later.

• When others are part of 
the build, they help carry 
it forward.

LESSON #3

+  RADICAL COLLABORATION



Move Without 
Instructions

19

What is it?

• Starting a project without all the answers

• Asking questions, sensemaking

• Creating a path forward and being 
adaptable 

#4
+  NAVIGATING AMBIGUITY

2015 2024

2019-2020

AI-generated illustration



One College Website (2019-2020)

Background 

• District was merging into one college with no 
name, structure, or roadmap

• < 9 months

The Assignment

• Lead design and project management of new 
website (for college that didn’t exist yet)

How did I learn this lesson?

???

2019-2020

2015 2024



1. Required definition of goals, audience, and strategy

2. Created content review process to start

+  RADICAL COLLAB

+  SENSEMAKING



Home Page Redesign/Recode
• Cross-functionally collaborated with graphic designers and writers to co-

create the messaging and design of the new home page

+  RADICAL COLLAB



Page Templates Redesign/Recode

Full header and footer redesign



Outcomes

• Met deadline

• New website was faster, more 
accessible

• 9X increase in clicks to 
Apply/Admissions pages from 
home page

• You don’t need a full plan to 
start. Chart your first steps 
and be willing to adapt. 

• Ambiguity is an invitation to 
lead.

LESSON #4

+  NAVIGATING AMBIGUITY

By the numbers

• Approx. 5K people hours

• 36.8K source pages

• 2.6K PDFs reviewed

• 5.3K pages manually 
reviewed for QA



Shape Systems that 
Stack

25

What is it?

• Shared library of reusable components

• Guidelines for consistency

• Builds toward cohesive digital experience

#5
+  DESIGN SYSTEMS

2015 2024

2021

AI-generated illustration



PEGASUS Design System (2021)

Background 

• Based on basic, existing pattern library

• Build for One College website created 
opportunity

The Assignment

• Formalize components into well-documented 
system

• Guide UX, UI, content, and accessibility

How did I learn this lesson?
2021

2015 2024



1. Documented using atomic design principles

2. Wrote all guidelines

3. Created dedicated site

4. Built components in Adobe XD



Outcomes

• PEGASUS: Patterns, Elements & Guidelines for Accessible 
Styles, Usability and SEO

• Adopted across team and used daily

• Improved consistency, accessibility, and efficiency

• Time and effort in a design 
system is a worthy 
investment.

• It brings needed clarity, 
consistency, alignment.

LESSON #5

+ DESIGN SYSTEMS



Workshop for Fast 
Alignment

29

What does it look like?

• Organizing structured sessions to solve 
specific problems

• Planning and organizing activities to 
align, prioritize, or co-create

#6
+  FACILITATION

2015 2024

2022

AI-generated illustration



Student Resources Directory (2022)

Background 

• After One College launch, student resources 
page was overloaded and difficult to navigate

The Assignment

• Lead new team through full UX redesign

• Restructure the page(s), improve clarity, and 
center student needs

How did I learn this lesson?
2022

2015 2024



We ran full-day workshop including problem-framing, 
empathy mapping, and sketching 

+  COLLABORATION

+  SENSEMAKING



It laid solid foundation for the rest of the project

+ DESIGN SYSTEMS

+  USABILITY TESTING



Outcomes

• Better served both current and prospective students

• Team operated at new level of UX maturity

• Increased visits to resource pages by 26%

• When workshops are 
intentional, well-
organized, well-
facilitated, they turn 
endless waffling into 
clear, quick decisions. 

LESSON #6

+ FACILITATION



Invite Allies into the 
Build

34

Who are they?

• Partners who brings insights/context 
from their area

• Are present, ask questions & shape 
solutions

• Will advocate for your work and process in 
their circles

#7
+  ENGAGED ALLIES

2015 2024

2023

AI-generated illustration



Program Pages Redesign (2023-)

Background 

• Well after One College launch, Academics 
divisions had complete reorg

• New CMS created opportunity to redesign 
program pages

• Growing need to align programs with career 
outcomes and transfer clarity

The Assignment

• Lead a strategic redesign process that 
addressed both content and structure

How did I learn this lesson?
2023

2015 2024



1. Delegated SME interviews across team to deepen understanding 

2. Aligned with leadership from all seven schools of instruction

3. Synthesized feedback and input from stakeholders

+  COLLABORATION

+  SENSEMAKING



3. Brought in student success dean key ally 

4. Brought her into a full-day workshop align on direction

+  COLLABORATION + WORKSHOPS



Outcome

• Foundational decisions were made with 
broader buy-in

• Even after transitioning out, impact continues 
to shape direction

• Bringing allies in expands 
your influence beyond the 
project. 

• You have to be intentional 
to make this happen.

LESSON #7

+ ENGAGED ALLIES

+ DESIGN SYSTEMS



Sharing Impact to 
Unlock Support

39

What is it?

• Understanding and measuring impact

• Strategically sharing with leaders

• Connecting your work to relevant metrics

#8
+  COMMUNICATING VALUE

2015 2024

2024

AI-generated illustration



How did I learn this lesson?
2024

“This makes me proud to be a 
Dallas College student.”

+ ENGAGED ALLIES

2015 2024



Outcome

• Leadership gained clearer visibility into team’s value

• Helped unlock new funding for research tools and 
Figma licenses

• To influence change you 
need clarity, data, and the 
courage to speak up. 

• Tell the right story.

• The more leaders see the 
value of UX, the more 
they’ll invest in it.

LESSON #8

+ COMMUNICATING VALUE



Appreciate the Full 
Build

42

#9
+  REFLECTION

2015 2024

2024-2025

AI-generated illustration



Transitioning Roles/Orgs/Industries 
(2024-2025)

• After 9 years, I stepped away from Dallas 
College and moved to new UX role

• At org with greater UX maturity

• I felt intimidated thinking that I’d done for 
all those years somehow wasn’t “ real UX?”

How did I learn this lesson?

AI-generated illustration

2024-2025

2015 2024



• But… I noticed familiar patterns 
emerging

• I began to see those projects, 
constraints, and wins for what 
they really were: true UX 
building blocks that I had with 
me all along

• I understood what we were 
doing was real-world, 
constraint-bound UX design

AI-generated illustration



That these blocks can be 
used to build things much 
greater than the sum of 
their parts

AI-generated illustrations



• You don’t need a title to 
build UX. You need care, 
curiosity, and the courage 
to keep stacking.

• Look back at what you’ve 
already built, and you’ll 
realize: you’ve been doing 
UX all along.

LESSON #9

+ REFLECTION

AI-generated illustration



And now, it’s your turn to build!

Work with 
constraints

Start small While they may seem to limit 
you, they can shape the build

A usability test. A student 
interview. A workshop.

47

We’re not 
behind

Don’t wait 
for a title

we’re already buildingBuild with what you 
have!

Measure 
your impact

Bring on an 
ally

Connect your work to the 
KPI’s that matter and socialize 
your impact

Invite someone new to the 
process – staff, faculty, 

student?



And never forget who we’re building for.



Linkedin.com/in/LuisRMerino

LuisMerino.com/9Blocks

+ ENGAGED ALLIES + FACILITATION + DESIGN SYSTEMS +  NAV. AMBIGUITY

+  RADICAL COLLAB.+  SENSEMAKING

+  USABILITY TESTING

+ COMMUNICATING VALUE + REFLECTION
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