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Part 1: Designing the Most Engaging App 
You are the lead designer at a tech company that is looking to create a new app. Your goal is to design 
the app features, content, and experiences to be as engaging and fun as possible.  
 

Choose an App 

​  

Fashion app: The goal of the app is for people to be able to buy and sell clothes. But this app is 
intended to be much more than just an online store—it should also be a place where users can share 
their style, be inspired, and connect with like-minded people. 

​  

Health app: The goal of the app is to motivate people to live an active lifestyle. This app goes beyond 
tracking workouts—it should help users stay committed to their fitness journey. It's meant to be used 
by anyone, so it must include features that would be useful regardless of one's fitness level, body, or 
experience. 

​  

Community app: The goal of the app is to be the main way people in your community connect with 
each other and share relevant, timely information about what’s happening locally. It's meant to 
attract as many people from the community as possible, so it must include features that would be 
useful to students, parents, businesses, government officials, and first responders. 

 

What design features, content, and experiences will you include to help your app succeed? 
Remember, your job is to design an app experience that is as fun and engaging as possible! 

Answers will vary. Below are some examples of features that students might come up with. You can use these 
suggestions to help students brainstorm ideas if they need some inspiration. 
 
General features: 

-​ Notifications and reminders​ ​ ​ - In-app messaging (text, audio, images, video) 
-​ Enable likes and comments​ ​ ​ - Video content and autoplay 
-​ Infinite scroll for content feeds​ ​ ​ - Algorithmic recommendations for content 
-​ Gamification (badges, levels, rewards) 

 
Fashion app: 

●​ Include an "explore tab" where people can see posts from friends, stylists, and brands to get 
inspiration for things they’d like to buy. 
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●​ Allow users to create and manage their own "style pages" that others can join or follow. These pages 
can be used by people with similar styles to sell or trade items that fit their style. 

●​ Augmented reality filters that allow users to try on items virtually before they order them.  
●​ Track previous purchases and send messages when there are deals. 

 
Health app: 

●​ Track activity and use data to encourage healthy behaviors, and see progress over time. 
●​ Allow users to create and manage their own "fitness journey" that others can follow. These pages can 

be used to share challenges and successes. 
●​ Create a "points system" and a "leaderboard" that motivate users to compete with each other and 

stay motivated to exercise. 
●​ Have a "buddy system" where beginner and experienced users can be paired with each other as a way 

to encourage accountability and establish a support system. 
●​ Include a "learn section" where people starting their fitness journey can hear inspirational stories as 

well as access educational resources about different fitness topics. 
 

Community app: 
●​ Have a community feed that displays posts from all members of the community.  
●​ Use an algorithm to curate the posts so individuals have a personalized experience and only see what 

is relevant to them.  
●​ Incorporate a range of reactions so people can more accurately share their opinion/reaction to a post 

or comment. 
●​ Use location data to connect people in the community with similar interests when they are near each 

other or like to spend time at similar places. 

 

Sketch a Mock-up 

Answers will vary.  

 

Design the Logo Extras! 

Answers will vary.  

App's Name: 
 
Target Audience/Age Group: 
 
Additional Considerations: 

 

 
commonsense.org/education  

Shareable with attribution for noncommercial 
use. Remixing is permitted.  

 

 
 



 

 
DESIGN TRICKS   |   GRADES 9–12​
   

App Design 

 
TEACHER VERSION 

 

 
 
 

Part 2: What Are Design Tricks? 
As you watch the KQED Above the Noise video "Mind Control: How Apps Use Design Tricks To Hook You" 
capture your thoughts in the chart below. 

 
Things I have learned 

Things that puzzle me, ​
or questions I still have 

What are examples of 
"design tricks" that an 
app might use to keep 
your attention? 
Share 1-2 examples 

Timestamp 00:00 - 00:00 ​
 
Infinite scroll is the primary example that Myles highlights. Students may also identify the 
"social reciprocity" of waiting for a text reply; autocorrect (and autofill) on search engines; 
autoplay; and notification alerts as other "design tricks." 

What were Silicon 
Valley and Fogg trying 
to predict? And why? 

Timestamp 01:00 - 02:17  
 
As Myles said, "Silicon Valley and Fogg were discovering these powerful tools to predict 
human behavior at the same time." Some examples of human behavior include what we might 
do, where we might go, what we might think or believe, and what we might buy. Students may 
answer the "why" by referencing the experiments and the general goal of growing their user 
base or improving their products (e.g., correcting when you misspell "restaurant" on Google).​
  
Students may say that companies were trying to sell ads, and while this is ultimately true, at 
first these tricks were used to improve the user experience. 

Why is your data so 
valuable to tech 
companies? 

Timestamp 02:33 - 02:49 ​
​
As Myles said, "Those predictions turned out to be very interesting to people selling things 
(products, ideas, political candidates/campaigns). So companies started selling those 
predictions. They realized the more data they had, the better the predictions were."​
 

●​ Beyond the video: Data is valuable to tech companies because data can be used to 
make predictions about who we are and what we will do. Tech companies need more 
data to make those predictions more accurate. The more accurate those predictions 
are, the more money they can sell them for. 

The designer of 
"infinite scroll" 
regretted creating that 
"design trick" and its 
effect on humanity. 
How do these design 
tricks affect people? 

Timestamps 05:20 - 05:49 and 04:48 - 04:57 
 
Answers will vary, but it may be helpful to reread the tweet from Aza Raskin (creator of infinite 
scroll): "One of my lessons from infinite scroll: that optimizing something for ease-of-use does 
not mean best for the user or humanity." This tweet was in reference to a note that time worth 
200,000 human lifetimes is wasted on a daily basis due to our act of infinite scrolling.  
​
It may also be helpful to reread what Myles stated: "Facebook did a whole report 
acknowledging how their apps were negatively affecting some young girls' images of 
themselves. It's pretty complex, and certain groups can be more vulnerable than others to the 
negative impacts of social media." 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9K-HyaAR2sk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EY13xhNYsJw
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Part 3: Redesigning for Well-Being 
Keeping in mind the app you designed in Part 1, how would you redesign or change your app if you were trying to 
prioritize the well-being of your users? 
 

What design features, content, and experiences would 
you keep the same to really support well-being? 

What design features, content, and experiences would 
you change or get rid of to really support well-being? 

Students should keep design features that accomplish 
two things: 

1.​ Minimize the potential negative impact to 
their users’ well-being. 

2.​ Allow the app to serve its intended purpose. 
  

Examples of features to keep: 

●​ Features that allow users to curate content so 
they only see what makes them feel good 

●​ "Dashboards" that allow users to see 
information relevant to them, like their 
progress or how they’ve utilized the app 

●​ User-friendly features that make the app 
easier to use 

●​ Accessible features that give users more 
agency over their time and attention 

Students should identify features and content that 
might have a negative impact on well-being.  
 
Examples of features they may change:​
 

●​ Excessive notifications or nudges that try to 
keep people using the app 

●​ Algorithms or recommendations that might 
keep users in the app beyond their original 
intention for visiting 

●​ Point or ranking systems and social stats that 
might impact user self-esteem  

●​ Tracking/collecting data that compromises the 
privacy of users 

●​ Use of AI chatbots that attempt to disguise 
themselves as real people 

 

What new features might you add to really support 
well-being? 

Sketch a Mock-up 

Encourage students to think how they can improve 
their users’ well-being. Encourage students to explore 
things that may not be possible yet. 
 
Examples of features and content they may add: 

●​ Content moderation to prevent 
misinformation or other harmful content 

●​ Ways to manage the amount of time you 
spend on the app 

Answers will vary. 
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