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Instructional Designer Interview: Sara Thermer 

 

To gather insight as I embark on a career in a different facet of education, I engaged in 

an early morning/late night video chat over Google Hangouts with Project Manager and 

Instructional Designer (ID) Sara Thermer. Sara works as the Course Administrator of 

• Rapid Prototyping 100%. ADDIE is great but you need to be constantly getting confirmation 
and approval before moving on to the next step so you don’t waste you time/energy/ 
resources doing stuff that won’t get approved.  

15. Describe your typical design process. What are the steps or stages of a typical project? 

 Task Deliverables 

Program-Level 
Preparation 

Degree identified and agreed to develop online 
version  

Identify courses to be developed Cohort Flowchart 

Create degree/course development schedule Development Schedule 
Identify faculty  

   

Analysis 

Course Development Intake: clarify course goals, 
instructional strategies, resources, schedule, etc. Course Development Proposal 

Prepare and Send Course Development Contract Development Contract 

Kick-Off Meeting (Savvy Start) Prototype Week Identified 

Create course syllabus Course Syllabus 

   

Prototyping 

Provide inputs (PowerPoints and other existing 
lecture materials) for prototype week  
Create lesson outline and video/animation 
storyboards Lesson Outline, Storyboards 

Create production plan Production Plan 

Record media Raw media footage 

Produce alpha prototype media Alpha prototype-quality media 

Produce alpha prototype lesson Alpha prototype 

Revise media for beta prototype Beta prototype-quality media 

Revise lesson for beta prototype Beta prototype 

Revise media for gold protoype Gold prototype-quality media 

Revise lesson for gold prototype Gold prototype 

Create project plan Project Plan 

   

Design 

Provide inputs (PowerPoints and other existing 
lecture materials) for lesson  
Create lesson outline and video/animation 
storyboards Lesson Outline, Storyboards 

Create Production Plan Production Plan 

   

Development 

Record media Raw media footage 

Produce alpha version media Alpha-quality media 

Produce alpha version lesson Alpha version lesson 

Revise media for beta version Beta-quality media 

Revise lesson for beta version Beta version lesson 

Revise media for gold version Gold-quality media 

Table 1: Production workflow. 
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the Innovation Forum at New York University’s (NYU) Tandon School of Engineering.  

Where, in addition to teaching college freshmen, she builds online courses for students 

pursuing Master’s degrees.  As I waited in the Hangout Room for her to sit before the 

camera, I noticed a darling sunflower painting directly in my line of view.  The painting 

invoked a sense of relaxing harmony, because sunflowers have always had a way of 

making my atmosphere light and cheerful.  The sunflowers and I imagined she would be 

a relaxed individual with an ebullient disposition, and she did not disappoint. Our 

conversation revealed some insights into what I could expect working as an ID in Higher 

Education. 

Background 

     Being an ID offers a range of working environments for me to consider as I begin the 

application process.  Sara has been an Instructional designer at NYU for three years.  

She started the job while wrapping up her Bachelor’s in Business Technology 

Management at NYU. She was offered the position full-time upon her graduation, and is 

now only one class away from receiving a Master of Arts in Educational Technology 

Leadership at George Washington University. In her three years working at NYU she 

has transitioned from being 100% in office to 100% remote from Georgia.  She flies to 

New York at the start and end of each semester.  Though she loves her work as an ID, 

she is not thrilled with the lack of in-person interaction her remote position entails.   

     Sara identified several sources from which the inspiration to become and ID came. 

She was inspired by her father who is a college professor, her 4th grade teacher, and 

most recently by her interactions with what she describes as academically gifted 
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professors who lack the compulsory skills for facilitating student learning. In her role as 

an ID, Sara prides herself on making her Instructors look great. 

The Job 

     Sara works with a team of individuals for each course that she designs.  She 

estimates course creation to take eight months to a year before its initial launch. At the 

end of the launch semester, the course is then evaluated and revised as necessary. 

The Production Team includes (1) Sara, the ID, (2) The Professor who serves as the 

main Subject Matter Expert (SME), (3) an Educational Technologist (ET) who handles 

the production of the project’s media, (4) a Student Worker who usually assists the ET 

with media editing, and (5) a Professional or Student SME who proofreads the materials 

and makes content specific edits. To ensure compliance in accessibility, copyright and 

other issues, NYU has built best practices into their policies. Additionally, the 

outsourced media resources the team uses during course creation, adds another layer 

of protection against non-compliance. To manage and communicate during project 

construction, Sara and her team uses spreadsheets, Basecamp, and Slack. To keep the 

project on schedule, the team has monthly meetings, and bi-weekly check-ins with their 

manager.  

     In her position as an ID at NYU, Sara takes an active role in the production of 

courses. I presented her with a quote from Robert Appleman that I came across while 

studying how to design online learning experiences, it read: “In real life, when experts 

implement the Instructional Design Process, they realize that the linear approach does 

not work. It appears to be almost a random pattern of attention, focused on different 

steps of the process out of order.” With a chortle that betrayed the fact that she found 
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the quote to be true, she responded with an emphatic yes.  She went on to explain that 

100% of the time, she uses rapid prototyping to design instruction.  She clarified this 

statement by explaining that each step of the ADDIE process is essential, but that in 

building a product (instruction), you don’t want to go through the expensive and lengthy 

process of building the product without checking in frequently with your buyers 

(stakeholders), to make sure you are creating the product that they want, how they want 

it, and that it works. She added that there is no room for the practice of investigating 

potential changes and addressing concerns in the ADDIE process until the entire 

product has been created.  She is inspired by the step-by-step fashion of the Dick and 

Carey Instructional Model, but genuinely believes that she builds a quality product by 

negotiating through the design process, and spiraling, or cycling through feedback 

loops.  She provided me with an incredibly detailed table of her design workflow, which 

progresses through levels after each task and deliverable is completed (table 1).  Her 

workflow begins with a program-level preparation phase followed by an analysis phase 

which sets the stage for rapid prototyping.   

     The creation of effective learning solutions with a sizable team does come with 

expected difficulties.  In her role as an ID, Sara emphatically indicated the most 

important part of her job is also the most challenging part of her job, deadlines. 

Managing her own time, and the time of all the moving parts of this dynamic 

collaboration requires focus and persistence.  In the odd times that conflict arises during 

the design process, Sara can usually attribute them to missed deadlines. However, in 

her career she has come face-to-face with sexism, and ageism, which proved to be 

difficult and delicate to wield. She has found relief from these situations by shifting the 
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arrangements of the team’s members to allow the projects to move forward with less 

friction.  Further, she has learned that when dealing with such academically gifted 

individuals, it is best to consistently highlight their strengths, which, in addition to 

building their confidence, also has peace-keeping effects.   

Preparing for a Career in Instructional Design 

     Sara offers insights into the knowledge, skills, abilities, a successful ID should 

possess.  At the very top of her list is resourcefulness.  She confirms that the ability to 

evaluate the tools and resources you have available to solve a problem before asking 

for help is a priceless.  In addition to resourcefulness, she adds: time management, a 

pressing thirst for knowledge, fearless creativity, and being pedantic over details.  Sara 

uses Articulate Rise and/or Storyline daily, and with respect to technical skills, she 

recommends that IDs have a command of the Articulate Suite, Adobe’s Captivate and 

Creative Cloud, video and audio editing, and as a bonus, HTML and CSS. To support 

her professional learning, Sara receives a monthly subscription of The Association for 

Talent Development, takes online courses with Lynda, and participates in personal 

research of new tools and technologies that emerge in the field. Sara suggests that 

individuals interested in, or are new to ID, create a personal “community of practice” by 

connecting with detail orientated cohorts to use as sound boards, and to sharpen each 

other skills. 

     To gain insight into how I should feel as I emerge from my training, I asked Sara how 

would I know if my Instructional Designer training was successful when I start out in the 

field. She replied that if I felt confident that my educational background can make me 

successful in having the learners walk away with a firm understanding, or changed 
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behavior, and they are successful; then I am successful.  My success as an ID is 

dependent upon their success as learners. To inspiring Instructional Designers, she 

offers sage advice that she also gives to her students; “Fail fast, and fail often.” She has 

learned first-hand that making your own mistakes is a very “powerful teacher.”  Her 

sentiments assure me that I will learn how to properly handle my projects after I’ve 

handled them improperly upon leaving the nest.  When asked which key skill(s) a 

classroom teacher uses regularly that best supports their transition to being a 

successful ID she responded with certainty, that the ability to construct actionable 

learning objectives is at the foundation of construction for every successful learning 

experience. 

     Overall, my discussion with Sara about Instructional Design supplied me with a few 

mobilizing thoughts as I move forward in my graduate program.  Her leadership style, 

fearlessness, and her commitment to work with her team to create the most prolific 

learning experiences possible is not by happenstance, but by a formula of focus, risk-

taking, and persistence.  I emerged from our discussion confident in the steps I have 

taken on this path from Classroom Teacher to Instructional Designer.  

 


