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Beyond Design: Empathy in Methodology



Imagine you’re a researcher conducting interviews with international 
students to understand the challenges they face in the host country and 
the resulting negative consequences. In response to your questions, you 
might receive replies such as
Interview Respondent 2 (IR2): 
“Language is a huge barrier for 
me. People sometimes make fun 
of my accent. I try my best to 
speak clearly, but I often feel 
self-conscious, especially when 
speaking in front of Americans, 
giving a presentation,or during 
an interview.”

Informal Conversation 2 (IC2) : 
“Ever since I moved to the United States, I’ve felt that people 
don’t always understand me. Back in India, no one ever 
questioned my English. I scored 322 on the GRE and 108 on the 
TOEFL, so I thought I was fully prepared. But here, it feels 
different. I struggle every day with small talk and casual 
greetings, and I often find myself second-guessing how much 
to share  hen to say ’how are you,’ or how to end a 
conversation without sounding abrupt. It’s as if speaking 
English in India is somehow different from speaking English in 
the United States. Also, I know I have a slight accent, but 
beyond that, there’s somuch I don’t understand about how 
language is used socially here. I recently even failed miserably 
in an interview. I felt frustrated and a little defeated. Recently, 
I started experimenting with large language models by 
recording myself and using them for feedback. To my 
surprise, LLMs are really good at this. It (LLMs) even 
suggested phonetic exercises to help me improve specific 
sounds and simulated small talk so I could practice everyday 
conversations. I’m not sure yet how much it has helped, but I 
do sense some changes and feel more confident. I have a big 
presentation coming up, and I think that will show me whether 
it’s really working or not.”



What are these slides about ……

Persona Driven Collaborative Storytelling a novel HCI user research method 
designed to create a supportive and playful environment that affords                    
safety, autonomy, authenticity, and authority over meaning-making. 

In the following slides: 

➢ Why this method was need? 
➢ What is this method ?
➢ What problem is solve?
➢ Present two case studies as execution.  



Lets being with the problem 
Millions of students cross borders for education every year, yet 
their reality is a sharp contrast to the idealized image we portray. 

Despite a surge in recent research and support efforts, the core 
challenges for international students remain essentially 
unchanged.  

Increased attention has not translated into improved outcomes; 
we are studying a persistent problem without resolving it.



Writing Programs

Orientation Programs

Counseling Programs



Yet the core challenges seems to remain unchanged . 
Raises a critical question why are we failing here?  

➢ Misalignment between the design and lived 
realities 

➢ Homogenization of students
➢ flattening cultural and individual differences
➢ homogenize diverse experiences
➢ embedding of dominant cultural norms
➢ invisibilization of labor in design processes



That presents a interesting case where we are arguing 
that technology needs to redesigned .. 
But where do we begin this is such complex space 
challenges are bound to exist because they are inherent to 
mobility. 





ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDIES NARRATIVE INQUIRY AUTOETHNOGRAPHY



Autonomy

Authority

Authenticity

So what are we missing then ?



Hence, the Persona 
Driven Collaborative 
Storytelling….



Contributions

1. Designed, proposed and implemented a new experimental study HCI 
user research data collection techniques. Are calling it Persona Driven 
Collaborative Storytelling

2. Executed this techniques with 50+ Indian International Student across 
two case studies. 

3. Resulted in Collection over 500+ structure personal narratives. 



Case Studies PDCS was executed for two 
separate studies with over 40 + 
Indian International Students. 



Study1 :  

Total participants : 15

Male : 7

Female : 8

Post Study Questionnaire: 6 LSQs

Objective: An open-ended investigation into 
broad challenges students face during their 
transition to the U.S.

Data Collection: Three sessions generated 
~300 hours (about 5 hours) of audio 
recordings.  

100 stories and 63 uniques stories

Study2: 

Total participants : 25

Male : 14

Female : 11

Post Study Questionnaire: 11 LSQs (Added some 
more question later on)

Objective: A focused investigation into how students 
repurpose technologies as coping strategies, 
particularly large language models (LLMs).

Data Collection:  Five sessions yielded ~470 minutes 
(nearly 8 hours) of audio recordings.

258 stories and 123 uniques stories





● 28 (70%) out of 40 participants rated it 6 or higher 
● 34 (85%) out of 40 participants rated it 5 or higher



● 26 (65%) out of 40 participants rated it 6 or higher 
● 34 (85%) out of 40 participants rated it 5 or higher



● 25 (62.5%) out of 40 participants rated it 7 or higher 
● 32 (80%) out of 40 participants rated it 6 or higher 
● 37 (92.5%) out of 40 participants rated it 5 or higher



● 26(65%) out of 40 participants rated it 6 or higher
● 35(87.5%) out of 40 participants rated it 5 or higher



● 20 (50%) out of 40 participants rated it 7.
● 28 (70%) out of 40 participants rated it 6 or higher 
● 31 (77.5%) out of 40 participants rated it 5 or higher



● 22 (55%) out of 40 participants rated it 2 or lower 
● 6 (15%) out of 40 participants rated it 6 or higher 



● 14 (56%) out of 25 participants rated it 7 
● 22 (88%) out of 25 participants rated it 6 or higher 
● 24 (96%) out of 25 participants rated it 5 or higher 



25 participants



● 23 (92%) out of 25 participants felt the length of study was just right. 
● 2 (<1%) out of 25 participants felt the length was too long
● 15 (60%) out of 25 participants rated it 7. 
● 23(92%) out of 25 participants rated it 6 or higher 



Shweta Sisodiya
Phd Candidate, UCSC
sksisodi@ucsc.edu

Scan For Portfolio Scan For Linkedin


