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Teacher-designed

How might my classroom be redesigned 
to better meet my students’ needs?

Michael Schurr, a 2nd grade teacher in New York, realized that he never asked his 
students what would make them comfortable in the classroom. He decided to talk 
directly with his students to figure out the best design for their environment. 

Based on his students’ input, he was able to redesign his classroom to better 
address the needs and desires of his students. He lowered the bulletin boards 
so that his students could actually see the content he’d spent hours assembling, 
and created a more comfortable semi-private space for the students to study 
by rethinking the student cubby space. His students are more engaged and 
move more fluidly in the classroom space. Now Michael consistently engages his 
students in helping him more effectively shape their learning experience. 

Michael is using design to re-imagine his classroom through the lens  
of his students’ eyes. 
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School-designed

How might we create a 21st century 
learning experience at our school?

The faculty at Ormondale Elementary School in California wondered if they 
were preparing their students well for the future. They decided it was time to 
collaboratively design an approach to teaching and learning that they felt was 
updated and relevant for the 21st century. 

Collectively, they embarked on a design journey and came to an approach 
they call “Investigative Learning,” which addresses students not as receivers 
of information, but as shapers of knowledge. The faculty continues to evolve 
and share this approach with new teachers through the creation of a Manual 
of Investigative Learning to keep track of their philosophy and methods. They 
have gained support from their school board, and have become recognized as a 
California Distinguished School.

The faculty at Ormondale Elementary School uses design to address the 
needs of their evolving student body.
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School-designed

How might we redesign our approach to 
curriculum development and delivery  
to center around the needs and desires 
of our teachers and students?

District-designed

With a movement toward student-centered and personalized instruction, the 
Howard County Public School System in Maryland is using Design Thinking to 
tackle next generation curriculum redesign incorporating 21st Century skills. 
Currently, there is a disconnect between the existing paper-based curriculum and 
the interactive digital resources that are now available anytime, anywhere for 
teachers and students. 

Tapping into teacher, parent, and student behaviors in and outside of school, 
the design team collected inspiration around the ways that people engage with 
information and interact with curricular materials. Understanding the desires 
of teachers, students, parents and administrators has helped the team rethink 
curriculum delivery as well as develop resources to replace, augment, and 
enhance current curriculum documents.

Howard County is using design to re-conceptualize curriculum creation and 
delivery to meet the needs of all learners.
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How might we redesign our high school 
to elevate student engagement and  
academic outcomes? 

Community-designed

Consistent low student achievement results at Castle High School in Hawaii 
demonstrated the need for a redesign and restructure of the school. Design 
Thinking Hawaii, a non-profit organization that engages volunteers to apply 
Design Thinking to big challenges, partnered with the Hawaii Department of 
Education to reimagine the Castle High experience.

Through a series of mini-charettes, Design Thinking Hawaii has collected the 
needs and interests of learners, teachers, and families and engaged the larger 
community to imagine new solutions that could help the school be more effective. 
The adopted plan captured the community’s priorities in new content and 
structures, and Complex Area Superintendent Lea Albert is enabling the school 
and community to prototype and iterate core curriculum, character education, 
and support services. This is the first public-school model in Hawaii to co-design 
its offerings with community, targeting systemic educational problems.

Design Thinking Hawaii is using design to provide the state with input that 
will shape the redesign of Castle High and other schools in the community.
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“ The classroom 
organization doesn’t 
accommodate 
different learning 
modes and shifting 
class sizes.”

There are a lot of problems in education 
today… but each of these concerns can 
be seen as an opportunity for you to 
design new, improved solutions for your 
classrooms, schools and communities.

“ Students just aren’t 
interested in learning 
about fractions.”

“Communication 
with parents  
isn’t effective.”

“I just can’t get my 
students to pay 
attention.”

“The school 
pick up and 
drop off 
process is 
chaos.” 

“ Effectively managing multiple 
learning-levels in one classroom 
feels impossible.” 

“ The pick-up 
and drop-off 
process at 
school is a 
nightmare.”

“ Current communication between 
administration and teachers doesn’t 
give everyone a voice.” 

“There is no teacher 
community network.” 
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The needs of today’s learners are evolving 
as rapidly as the technologies that compete 
for their attentions. At the same time, our 
organizations and systems are stretched 
to their limits to keep up with the changing 
demands of the times. As an educator, you 
are distinctly positioned to keep a pulse 

on students’ evolving needs… 
making you uniquely qualified to 
understand and design for the 
changing needs of our schools. 
With over 3 million teachers 
in the US alone, and with a 
vast international network of 
enthusiastic educators, you 
stand in force on the front-lines of 
K-12 education. Existing school 

processes and currciulum are structured to 
address district and state wide needs, but 
every school is different. 

 
 
 
But, because you understand your students 
and your school like no one else, it is your 
opportunity—and your responsibility—to 
create solutions for the challenges you 
and your school face everyday. As Einstein 
famously said, “We can’t solve problems by 
using the same kind of thinking we used when 
we created them.”

Wherever they fall on the spectrum of scale—
from an interaction with a student to engaging 
parents to managing your schedule to 
developing whole new approaches to system-
wide reform — the challenges facing educators 
are real, complex, and varied. And they need 
new answers. As such, they require new 
perspectives, new tools, and new approaches.  

Design Thinking is one of  
these approaches. 

“Students come to 
school hungry and can’t 
focus on the work.”

“Parents don’t 
support home 
learning.” 

“ The assessment rubric 
doesn’t accurately 
represent learning.” 

“ We’re not preparing 
our kids adequately 
for the future.”

“I feel so 
alone in my 
work.”

“ District-wide changes don’t 
authentically accommodate 
differing communities.” 

“ School schedules don’t 
align with teaching and 
learning rhythms.” 
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I have seen teachers start to redesign their classroom spaces by 
interviewing their students...and develop new curricula by brainstorming 
and then prototyping out a unit...The fact that teachers are using human-
centered design techniques to understand their students better makes 
students feel more engaged in the changing learning environment. 
The fact that the teacher is becoming the designer of his or her own 
classroom experience professionalizes the role of the teacher and allows 
for the most valuable change–authentic change driven by the students’ 
needs rather than a school or district mandate. 
Design thinking is a creative act and lets teachers understand that the 
act of creating a really effective learning environment is an art that 
is both reflective and intentional. If we want to change education and 
learning to make it more relevant, more effective and more enjoyable 
for all involved, teachers need to be the entrepreneurial designers and 
redesigners of the “systems” of schools and of the schools themselves. 

Dominic, Head of School
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This toolkit equips you with the pro-
cess and methods of design so you 
can be more intentional about fac-
ing and solving for your current chal-
lenges. Businesses, social entre-
preneurs and other innovators have 
used thse methods for decades to 
create solutions for many different 
types of challenges. 

As educators, you are already 
designing every single day— 
whether it’s finding new ways to 
teach content more effectively, 
using your classroom space differ-
ently, developing new approaches to 
connecting with parents, or creating 
new solutions for your school. 

We know that your time is precious 
and demands are high, and it may 
often feel that the system in which 

you educate is not as nimble as nec-
essary to keep up with the rapidly 
evolving demands. However, you 
already possess the skills to solve 
for these kinds of challenges. 

The methods in this toolkit are 
adapted specifically for you and give 
you the flexibility to work within your 
existing constraints.

This is an invitation to experiment 
with design processes. Let it inspire 
you to approach challenges differ-
ently and experience how Design 
Thinking adds a new perspective to 
your work.

This toolkit is 
for you.

This toolkit can help you create solutions for everyday challenges.

The toolkit offers you new ways to be 
intentional and collaborative when 
you are designing new solutions for 
your classroom, school, and commu-
nity. It hones your skills and empow-
ers you to create desirable solutions. 
In this toolkit, we have layed out 
a series of steps that can help you 
develop new, innovative solutions 
designed with people at the center.

 

What will Design 
Thinking get me?

improved 
collaboration

more fun

getting 
unstuck

effective ways to 
engage students more creative 

confidence

solutions that 
fit my individual 
classroom, school 
or district



DT for Ed  |  Toolkit
11

What is  
Design Thinking?

Design thinking is about believing we 
can make a difference, and having an 
intentional process in order to get to new, 
relevant solutions that create positive 
impact. 

Design Thinking gives you faith in your 
creative abilities and a process for trans-
forming difficult challenges into opportu-
nities for design. 

 

Design Thinking is a mindset. 

It’s Human-Centered. Design 
Thinking begins from deep empathy 
and understanding of needs and 
motivations of people—in this case, 
the students, teachers, parents, 
staff and administrators who make  
up your everyday world. 

It’s Collaborative. Several great 
minds are always stronger when 
solving a challenge than just one. 
Design Thinking benefits greatly 
from the views of multiple perspec-
tives, and others’ creativity bolster-
ing your own.

It’s Optimistic. Design Thinking is 
the fundamental belief that we all 
can create change—no matter how  
big a problem, how little time  
or how small a budget. No mat-
ter what constraints exist around 
you, designing can be an enjoyable 
process. 

It’s Experimental. Design Thinking 
gives you permission to fail and to 
learn from your mistakes, because 
you come up with new ideas, get 
feedback on them, then iterate. 
Given the range of needs your 
students have, your work will never 
be finished or “solved.” It is always in 
progress. Yet there is an underlying 
expectation that educators must 
strive for perfection, that they may 
not make mistakes, that they should 
always be flawless role models. This 
kind of expectation makes it hard 
to take risks. It limits the possibili-
ties to create more radical change. 
But educators need to experiment, 
too, and Design Thinking is all about 
learning by doing.

In short, Design Thinking is the 
confidence that new, better things 
are possible and that you can make 
them happen. And that kind of opti-
mism is well-needed in education.
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CURRICULUM
Every day you design ways to interact with 
your students around content. You can 
follow a design process to be more inten-
tional about connecting this content to the 
interests and desires of today’s learners by 
finding out more about the things that they 
do outside of school and connecting that to 
the content you are bringing to them. 

SPACES
The physical environment of the classroom 
sends a big signal about how you want 
your students to behave. Right now we 
tend to think of our classroom spaces as 
standard… kids in rows, sitting in desks. 
By rethinking the design of our spaces, we 
can send new messages to our students 
about how they should feel and interact in 
the classroom.

PROCESSES AND TOOLS
Your school has already designed a set of 
processes or tools that may or may not be 
setting up your school for success. This is 
typically outside of the classroom and spe-
cific interactions around learning, and more 
around how the system operates. Every 
process is already designed, and thus 
can be redesigned! Sometimes creating 
tools can be essential to supporting newly 
designed processes.

SYSTEMS 
Not everyone can always make decisions 
for the system that they exist within, but 
everyone can contribute to the design of 
that system. Designing systems is about 
balancing the complexity of many different 
stakeholder needs with the needs of the 
operation. When designing systems, we’re 
often setting high-level strategy such as 
stating visions, priorities, policies, and key 
communications around these ideas. 

How might I inspire students to engage in 
concerns of the environment?

How might I engage my students in compel-
ling ways around learning world history? 

How might I develop students to be active 
seekers of knowledge in subjects that they 
have little knowledge of?

How might I help children from disad-
vantaged backgrounds increase their 
vocabulary?

How might I use my classroom space in 
different ways to help set my students at 
ease?

How might I create a comfortable space 
that meets the many needs my students 
have throughout the day?

How might we reimagine our school’s 
library for the needs and interests of 
today’s learner? 

How might we create an exciting and effec-
tive space for teachers to collaborate?

How might we design our high school 
campus to best engage and support 
today’s learner?

How might I engage parents as an 
integrated part of their students’ learning 
experience? 

How might we recruit the best teachers to 
our school?

How might we re-envision arrival and 
departure procedures at our school? 

How might we design ways to keep our-
selves balanced and well?
 
How might we redesign our school sched-
ule to be centered around the needs of 
today’s families and teachers?

How might we reinvision curriculum for an 
entire district while providing for individual 
schools’ differences?

How might we track the development of 
students’ character traits over time to 
help shape our school philosophy more 
intentionally? 

How might we connect more with our 
neighborhood community? 

How might we use our school as an R&D 
hub for schools nationwide?

What can I use  
Design Thinking for?

You can use Design Thinking to approach any challenge.

However, there are a consistent set of challenges 
that teachers and schools seem to face, and they 
center around the design and development of learn-
ing experiences (curriculum), learning environ-
ments (spaces), school programs and experiences 
(processes and tools), and system strategies, goals 
and policies (systems).  
 

Sometimes these challenges are tackled by a district team—
especially for the more complex challenges that involve 
multiple stakeholders; sometimes challenges are addressed 
at the school level, with a core team of representative educa-
tors driving the process; and sometimes these challenges are 
addressed by educators or small teams of educators them-
selves… which is where grassroots change begins to happen. 
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What does Design Thinking  
look like in action? 

How Ormondale Elementary School redesigned  
their approach to teaching and learning

DISCOVERY
A 2-day summer workshop kicked off the challenge, with 
an excercise which entailed teachers imagining one of their 
current students in the year 2060. Based on understand-
ing the goals and dreams of their students and families, 
coupled with the books they read about 21st century 
skills, the teachers collectively discussed the skills neces-
sary for the students to succeed in the future. For further 
inspiration, the group visited outside organizations facing 
analogous challenges. 

INTERPRETATION
The group synthesized the research creating generative 
questions, such as “How might we enable the globally 
aware student?” and “How might we provide opportunities 
for interest-driven learning?”

IDEATION
Initial brainstorm ideas included tools and classroom 
design and expanded to include curriculum and the 
educational system as a whole.

EXPERIMENTATION
Several brainstorm ideas were prototyped which resulted 
in the emergence of a pattern across all the prototypes: 
the team was passionate about a teaching and learning 
approach they called Investigative Learning. The approach 
addressed the students not as receivers of information 
but as shapers of knowledge. They developed short- and 
long- term plans for ideas they could try out, and the things 
they’d like to learn more about in order to continually build 
out this new approach over the school year.

EVOLUTION
Over the course of a year, many solutions were tested 
including diverse approaches to curriculum that integrated 
project- and theme-based learning in the classroom.  The 
teachers created new communications for parents, and 
one teacher even received a grant to renovate a classroom 
and create a different learning environment for her 
students. Dedicated time in their weekly meetings was 
set aside to discuss was happening and support and learn 
from each other.

In the second year, the evolution continued with another 
workshop to make sense of the experiments they 
had conducted around the school. They developed a 
framework for Investigative Learning experiences that 
integrated everyone’s approaches, created commonly 
shared standards unique to their school that built 
upon state standards, and created new assessment 
approaches.  They created a “Manual of Investigative 
Learning” to help everyone have a shared reference and 
have become recognized as a “California Distinguised 
School.”
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The Design 
Process

The design process is what puts Design Thinking into action. It’s  
a structured approach to generating and evolving ideas. It has 
five phases that help navigate the development from identifying 
a design challenge to finding and building a solution.

It’s a deeply human approach that relies on your ability to be  
intuitive, to interpret what you observe and to develop ideas that 
are emotionally meaningful to those you are designing for—all 
skills you are well versed in as an educator.
 

Methods are the core piece of this 
toolkit: they offer the actual instruc-
tions that help you put Design 
Thinking into action.

There are many, in order to provide 
you with a rich variety to choose 
from: every challenge requires a dif-
ferent approach and a different set 
of methods.

It often makes a lot of sense to 
follow these steps in a linear way, 
especially when you’re starting out. 
But don’t feel restricted by that: 
only you know how to best use 
this toolkit. Use it along with other 
methodologies and theories you 
find useful to develop ideas. Adapt 
it, annotate it, cut it up, reconstruct 
it and make it your own. 

 DISCOVERY  IDEATION INTERPRETATION  EXPERIMENTATION  EVOLUTION 
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1–1  Understand the  
 Challenge 

1–2  Prepare Research 

1–3  Gather Inspiration 

2–1  Tell Stories 

2–2  Search for  
 Meaning 

2–3  Frame 
 Opportunities 

3–1  Generate  
 Ideas 

3–2  Refine Ideas 

4–1  Make  
 Prototypes 

4–1  Get  
 Feedback 

5–1  Track  
 Learnings 

5–2  Move 
 Forward 

Design Process

The Design Thinking process 
oscillates between divergent and 
convergent thinking modes. It can 
be helpful to be aware of the mode 
that corresponds to the design 
phase you are working through.

I learned something. 
How do I interpret it?

I have a challenge.
How do I approach it?

I see an opportunity. 
What do I create? 

I have an idea.  
How do I build it?

I tried something new. 
How do I evolve it?

DISCOVERY INTERPRETATION IDEATION EXPERIMENTATION EVOLUTION

PHASES

STEPS

1 2 3 4 5

nu
m

be
r 

of
 p

os
si

bi
li

ti
es
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If you only remember a 
few things…

You are a 
designer. 
Become more intentional about  
your design process. 

Be confident in your creative abilities.

Be strategic about what needs attention first.

Listen to your stakeholders and be inspired to 
design for them.

It’s your opportunity, and your responsibility, 
to have an impact on the lives of your stu-
dents and be part of changing and growing 
the system.

Embrace your 
beginner’s mind. 
Approach problems as a novice even if you 
already know a lot about them.

Let yourself learn. 

Be willing to experiment.

Be ok with not having the “right” answer.  
Trust that you’ll find one.

Problems are just 
opportunities for 
design in disguise. 
Have an abundance mentality.

Be optimistic. 

Believe the future will be better. 

Start with, “What if?” instead of “What’s wrong?”

Stepping out of 
your zone of  
comfort = learning. 
Get unstuck.

Break your routine.

Use the world outside your classroom to  
invigorate your work.

Analagous inspiration is your best friend.

Leave your classroom.

Collaborate with others.
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The design process has helped me 
see that I have a responsibility to be a 
change agent for teaching and learn-
ing. I don’t need to have all the answers 
(or be perfect), but I need to be willing 
to try new things, dare to dream big, 
and be patient as I experiment with the 
designs that emerge in the process. 
Design Thinking has given me the tools 
and empowerment to create meaning-
ful educational change.

—Meg Krause, 5th Grade teacher
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 30–60 mins

  Reflective

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
An opportunity framed 
as a design challenge. 

KEEP IN MIND
Defining a challenge 
is an act of leadership. 
Look around you, see 
what you think should 
be improved, and turn 
it into an actionable 
challenge that you and 
a team can create new 
solutions for. However, 
there is no “right” chal-
lenge to begin working 
on. Just pick one that 
you are most excited to 
begin working on and 
get started!

Worksheet 1: Define a Challenge

Use the define a challenge worksheet in the 
Designer’s Workbook or in the appendix to help 
you define a challenge you’re excited to tackle and 
to create a project plan to guide the project.

GETTING STARTED

Define a Challenge
Every design process begins with a specific and intentional problem to address; this 
is called a design challenge. A challenge should be approachable, understandable and 
actionable, and it should be clearly scoped—not too big or too small, not too vague  
or too simple. 

List possible topics 
Finding opportunities for design often comes 
from noticing problems. An experienced Design 
Thinker maintains a mindset which instinctively 
reframes problems into opportunities. Make a list 
of all the problems you’ve noticed or things you’ve 
wished for.

Frame the problem 
Rewrite the problem statements into “how might 
we” questions in order to frame the problem as a 
possibility. Use the define a challenge worksheet 
to help create a “how might we” question.

Keep it simple.  
Describe your challenge simply and optimisti-
cally. Make it broad enough to allow you to 
discover areas of unexpected value, and narrow 
enough to make the topic manageable. 

Sketch out end goals 
Define your goals for undertaking this design 
challenge. Be honest about determining a realistic 
scope of your project both regarding time and 
output.. What will you work to produce? Where 
do you expect to get at the end of this process?  
 
If you are creating a solution for your classroom, it 
may be something that will be easy for you to try 
and implement. But sometimes you are creating 
something that is beyond your direct skills, or 
something that involves many other people – such 
as defining new attributes for your school library, 

or designing new processes for school drop off. In 
this case you might want to end with creating a 
presentation or a “pitch” to help engage others in 
your design ideas.Before you dig into the specifics 
of your challenge, consider what might be the 
“deliverables” for this project

Define measures of success 
What else are you working toward? What 
will make this work successful? What are the 
measures of success? Examples include number 
of people who sign up for your program, stories 
retold by parents, student excitement, etc. Most 
of the time, these measures of success emerge as 
you dig into your project, but it helps to start to 
think about this at the onset.

Establish constraints 
 It is crucial to define constraints and get specific 
on the problem or question you are trying to 
address. Does it need to fit into a certain time-
frame? Can it be integrated with an existing struc-
ture or initiative? Make a list of the constraints you 
need to manage.

Write a brief 
A clearly defined challenge will guide your ques-
tions and help you stay on track throughout the 
process. Write a short brief that clarifies the chal-
lenge you plan to address. Write it as if you were 
handing it to someone else to design with. Capture 
thoughts on why this is a problem, and what the 
opportunity for design will be. 
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CURRICULUM
How might we engage students  
more deeply in reading?

How might we bring the “real” 
Chinese community to my 
Chinese classes, and enable 
my students to make more 
authentic connections to the 
Chinese World?

How might we create a cur-
riculum that teaches students 
about the brain and about who 
they are as learners?

SPACE
How might we design our 
classroom space to be 
student-centered? 

How might we create a space 
for teacher collaboration?

How might we redesign the 
library to enable flexibility 
between loud collaborative and 
quiet contemplative uses?

PROCESSES AND TOOLS
How might we build school-
family partnerships?

How might we adapt the school  
schedule to the learning 
rhythms of our students?

How might we create a way to 
systematically review, discuss, 
and support students at lower 
grade levels?

SYSTEMS 
How might we develop tools 
that help teachers collaborate 
across our district’s schools?

How might we support a more 
well-rested campus?

How might we design our 
campus to serve our students 
and the community?

GETTING STARTED

A design challenge is the starting point of every design process, and the purpose you 
will work toward. Framing the right “How might we” question to address your challenge 
is essential. The question should be broad enough to allow for unexpected possibilities 
but narrow enough to let you focus. Be careful not to include the answer in the question. 
Here are a few examples you can choose from, or use as inspiration to come up with a 
challenge that matters for you.
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 20-30 mins

  Reflective

   1-2 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
A clear timeline to guide 
your design challenge.

KEEP IN MIND
As you dig into your 
challenge, you may find 
that your plan needs 
to adjust because your 
project has taken a 
new direction. Let your 
design process unfold 
naturally; don’t feel like 
you have to stick to the 
original plan. However, 
remember that setting 
deadlines can be help-
ful in propelling your 
process forward.

GETTING STARTED

Create a Project Plan
Once you have decided which challenge to work on, you can start to plan your design 
project. The first, and likely quite challenging, task will be to find the time for your 
endeavor. Try to integrate Design Thinking into the existing structures of your school’s 
schedule. That will make it easier to follow through. 
You know your workplace, schedule, and priorities best. You can create your own plan 
that best fits into your unique configuration. Here are a few starting points for you.

Do it in a day 
Transform a professional development day into a 
collaborative design workshop. To make the 
most of the day, define a challenge, assemble a 
team and identify sources of inspiration ahead of 
time. The large amount of time set aside for a PD 
day is ideal for working through Interpretation, 
Ideation, and Experimentation. These are intense 
and productive phases of the process, and will 
leave the team with tangible ideas as evidence of 
your progress. A professional development day 
is also an ideal chance to go out into the world 
and seek inspiration. 
 
Doing a challenge in a day often results in 
inspiring new ideas, but doesn’t allow you the 
benefit of trying the ideas out in order to learn 
more about them. Consider spending time at the 
end of the day inviting teams of teachers to 
commit to experimenting and evolving ideas 
after this day, and share back learnings during 

some of your meetings over the year. 

Immerse over a week or two. 
Commit time during a prolonged break, such as 
summer, or holiday break, to dive into the design 
process. A continuous period of time allows for a 
deeper engagement with each phase. It’s an 
opportunity to experience the progression 
between steps. During the rest of the year, you 
can draw on what you learned during this time. 
It is amazing how far you can get in a short 
amount of dedicated time.

5pm

noon

8am

DAY

 DISCOVERY

 INTERPRETATION

 IDEATION

 EXPERIMENTATION

 EVOLUTION

5pm

noon

8am

MON

5pm

noon

8am

TUE

5pm

noon

8am

WED

5pm

noon

8am

THU

5pm

noon

8am

FRI

 
DISCOVERY

 INTERPRETATION

 IDEATION

 EXPERIMENTATION

 EVOLUTION

 
DISCOVERY

 INTERPRETATION
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GETTING STARTED

Decide what challenge is appropriate for a year-long commitment. Consider multiple 
factors, such as complexity, scope, peoples’ involvement and priority. Then make a 
project calendar and commit to deadlines and goals, as they create a sense of progress. 
Agree on regular check-ins to keep the momentum going. Be intentional about how 
best to match the flow of the project to the flow of the school year.

Design with depth over 
time.Spread it out in small 
increments over months. 
Claim a common prep period 
or an after school meeting for 
working on a design project. 
Use the methods in this toolkit 
to determine the agenda each 
week. Meet regularly to build 
momentum, and provide 
opportunities for individual 
work and reflection on the 
days in between.

SEPTEMBER OCTOBER NOVEMBER

DECEMBER JANUARY FEBRUARY

MARCH APRIL MAY

JUNE JULY AUGUST

 DISCOVERY

 INTERPRETATION

 IDEATION

 EXPERIMENTATION

 EXPERIMENTATION

 EVOLUTION

 EVOLUTION

 INTERPRETATION
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TEAMS. 

The team is stronger than any individual—
you know this well as a guiding principle of 
education. And collaboration is inherent to 
Design Thinking: having a team of people who 
offer different strengths and perspectives will 
enable you to solve complex challenges. But 
teamwork isn’t always easy. Team dynamics 
can be as limiting as they are empowering. 
Here’s how to build a great team: 

START SMALL. 
A team will work best if it consists 
of a core group of two to five indi-
viduals. The smaller size will make 
it easier to coordinate schedules 
and make decisions. Invite others 
to join for brainstorms, give feed-
back or help you get unstuck when 
it’s most useful. 

INVITE VARIETY. 
Select people who can contribute 
from different angles. Consider 
involving an administrator, or a 
teacher you have never worked 
with. You’ll have a better chance 
of coming up with unexpected 
solutions.

ASSIGN ROLES. 
It helps everyone navigate the  
project if there is a clear under-
standing of what to contribute 
to the team. This is particularly 
helpful when you can’t choose 
who to work with: make agree-
ments about which responsi-
bilities people can take on that 
brings out their strengths. Who 
will be the coordinator, keeping 
everything organized? Who will 
be the enthusiast, inspiring the 
team with big dreams? Who is the 
nagger, making sure things keep 
moving forward? Who will lead 
the team?

ALLOW FOR ALONE TIME. 
While most of this work should 
be done as a team, make sure to 
allow for individual work time. 
Sometimes the best progress 
comes from solitary thinking, 
planning and creating.

Prepare Before 
You Start

SPACES.

A dedicated space, even if 
it’s just a wall, gives the team 
a physical reminder of their 
work. It allows them to put 
up inspiring imagery or notes 
from their research and to 
be continuously immersed in 
their learnings. Shared visual 
reminders help track the 
progress of the project and 
stay focused on the challenge.
To spark new ideas and get 
unstuck when the work gets 
more challenging, consider 
changing the space from time 
to time.

MATERIALS.

This process is visual, 
tactile and experiential. 
You often will create an 
overview that’s visible for 
everyone on the team, 
or come up with a quick 
sketch to explain your 
idea. Make sure you have 
supplies on hand that 
make it easy to work in 
that fashion. 
Most of the methods 
require Post-it Notes, 
large Post-it pads or a 
flipchart and felt markers. 

OTHER SUPPLIES THAT 
WILL BE USEFUL ARE:

Adhesives
Construction paper
Foam core boards
Markers
Scissors
Digital cameras
Video cameras

Before you begin, here are a few tips that will help  
you make the most out of your experience. 

GETTING STARTED
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DISCOVERY

Phase

1

WHERE YOU ARE IN THE PROCESS WHAT’S IN THIS PHASE

1-1  Understand the Challenge 26
1-2  Prepare Research 29
1-3  Gather Inspiration 33

Discovery
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Discovery builds a solid foundation 
for your ideas. Creating meaningful  
solutions for students, parents, 
teachers, colleagues and adminis-
trators begins with a deep under-
standing for their needs. Discovery 
means opening up to new opportu-
nities, and getting inspired to create 
new ideas. With the right prepara-
tion, this can be eye-opening and 
will give you a good understanding 
of your design challenge.

Phase

1

DISCOVERY
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DISCOVERY

Phase-Step

1–1
Understand  
the Challenge
Review the Challenge
Share What you Know
Build your Team
Define your Audience
Refine your Plan

WORKSHEET 

Worksheets for this step are 
available on pages 16–19 of the 
Designer's Workbook to help you 
understand the challenge with 
your team.

 

 

Review the Challenge 
A clearly defined challenge will guide your questions and help you stay on track 
throughout the process. Spend time with your team to create a common understanding 
of what you are working toward.

Collect thoughts 
As a team, talk about the design challenge you chose 
to work on. Collect and write down thoughts about 
your challenge. Start with a broad view: ask yourself 
why people might need, want, or engage with the 
topic you are investigating. Discuss how you can 
refine the challenge if it feels to broad, or too specific.

Review constraints  
Review the list of criteria and constraints for the 
challenge. Discuss with your team, do you need to 
add to or change this list?

Reframe the challenge 
Based on the thoughts you have collected, reframe 
the challenge, if necessary, to incorporate the team’s 
thinking. Keep rewriting your challenge until it feels 
approachable, understandable and actionable to 
everyone on the team.

Create a visible reminder 
Post the challenge in a place that everyone on the 
team can see, to be reminded of your focus through-
out the process.

 10 min

  Reflective

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
A clear, agreed upon, 
design challenge 
expressed in one 
sentence.

KEEP IN MIND 
A good challenge is 
phrased with a sense 
of possibility. Make it 
broad enough to allow 
you to discover areas of 
unexpected value, and 
narrow enough to make 
the topic manageable.
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Share What you Know
Chances are good that you already have some knowledge about the topic. Share what 
you know, so you can build on it and can focus on discovering what you don’t yet know.

Share what you know 
Post the design challenge where everyone can see 
it. With your team, write down what you know about 
the topic. Use one piece of information per Post-it 
Note. Read your notes out loud, and post them under 
the design challenge. Ask others for feedback and 
discuss any of the assumptions that come up.

Define what you don’t know  
Write down and share what you don’t know or yet 
understand about the challenge. Post these ques-
tions in a different area.

Build on your knowledge and fill in the gaps 
Group the Post-it Notes into themes and use them to 
plan your research in later steps.

Build your Team
Several great minds are always stronger when solving a challenge. Put effort into 
understanding the skills and motivations of your collaborators to create a strong team.

Share who you are 
Spend time as a team getting to know each other. 
Make this a casual and friendly experience. Give 
everyone a few minutes to write down his or her 
skills, then share back with the team. 

Define your individual and team goals  
Talk about the ambitions of each person. Continue to 
write them down and post them on the wall. Find out 
about your shared goals. Match skills and passions 
with what your challenge requires.

Agree on roles 
Define each person’s role. Consider letting your team 
members self-identify how they want to contribute. 
Keep a visual reminder of your conversations by tak-
ing notes or photos.

Give feedback  
Revisit the agreement about your team structure on 
a regular basis. Support each other by giving con-
structive feedback about everyone’s contribution.

 20–30 min

  Reflective

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
An agreement on the 
team members’ roles.

KEEP IN MIND 
The various phases 
of the design process 
require different 
skills and respond to 
different passions. 
Remember to adjust 
your team structure 
over time.

 30–45  min

 Reflective

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
An overview of the 
team’s knowledge and 
its open questions.

KEEP IN MIND 
Remember to stay open 
to new information, try 
to discover what you 
don’t already know. 
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Define your Audience
A deep understanding of peoples’ motivations and needs is the best foundation for any 
design solution. Consider the broad spectrum of people who will be touched by what 
you design.

List immediate contacts 
With your team, collect and write down the people 
or groups that are directly involved in or reached 
by your topic. Are you designing for parents? Will 
you need to connect with administrators? Use Post-it 
Notes, so you can adapt your overview throughout 
the conversation.

Think more broadly  
Add people or groups who are peripherally relevant, 
or are associated with your direct audience. 

Build an overview 
Think about the connections these people have with 
your topic. Who are the fans? Who are the skep-
tics? Who do you need the most? Create a visual 
overview of those who you consider to be your main 
audience, as opposed to more peripheral contacts.

Create a visible reminder 
Keep a map of the people involved in a visible place 
for you to revisit over the course of the project.

Refine your Plan
A solid plan will help you make decisions along the way. You began with a plan for the 
project, connect with your team around goals and deadline to make sure everyone is 
aligned. Make agreements so everyone on the team can organize their time effectively. 

Sketch a calendar 
Sketch out a large paper calendar that everyone can 
see. Write down tasks, meetings and finish dates on 
Post-it Notes, then affix them to the paper calendar to 
allow for mobility. 

Form agreements  
As a team, define which times you can best collabo-
rate. Put these dates on everyone’s calendars.

Create a visual reminder 
Keep your paper calendar in a space visible for 
everyone to see, or create a shared online document 
with access for all team members.

 20–30  min

 Hands-On

   1–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

     

THIS GETS YOU  
A visual overview of all 
the people relevant to 
your challenge.

KEEP IN MIND 
You may not get to 
talk to everyone in the 
first attempt at this 
challenge… inventory 
everyone now so that 
you can come back to 
this list when you have 
more questions in later 
phases. 

 20–30 min

 Hands-On

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A calendar with 
agreements on team 
members’ involvement 
and set timing.

KEEP IN MIND 
Be prepared to 
frequently adjust your 
plan. Often, new ideas 
will take you in a differ-
ent direction from what 
you initially anticipated. 
The process of plan-
ning is as important as 
its result. 

This project calendar includes a plan for 
stepping through the design phases as well as 
major check-in dates and deadlines.
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DISCOVERY

Phase-Step

1–2
Prepare Research
Identify Sources of Inspiration
Select Research Participants
Build a Question Guide
Prepare For Fieldwork

WORKSHEET 

Worksheets for this step are 
available on pages 20–29 of the 
Designer's Workbook to help you 
prepare research with your team.

 

 

Identify Sources of Inspiration 
Inspiration is the fuel for your ideas. Plan activities to learn from multiple peoples’ 
perspectives and explore unfamiliar contexts.

Imagine interesting people to meet 
Draw a map of all the people involved in your topic. 
Think of characteristics that would make them 
interesting to meet. As a team, choose who you want 
to learn from. Plan how to get in contact with them.

Think of extremes  
Consider meeting people who represent “extremes:” 
people that are either completely familiar with and 
involved in your topic, or don’t have anything to do 
with it. Extreme participants will help you under-
stand unarticulated behaviors, desires, and needs 
of the rest of the population that they feel or express 
more powerfully than others. 

Make a list of activities you want to do 
Choose which activities will best help you learn and 
get inspired (find more information about each activ-
ity on the respective method pages): 

» Learn from users

» Learn from experts

» Learn from peers observing peers

» Learn from peoples’ self-documentation

» Immerse yourself in context

»  Seek inspiration in analogous settings
 
Encourage people to tell you their whole story and 
avoid yes/no questions.

 20–30 mins

  Reflective

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
A research plan listing 
activities and people 
you want to learn from. 

KEEP IN MIND 
Inspiration is found in 
places that excite you. 
Dare to plan activities 
that will invigorate 
the team, even if you 
are not certain what 
exactly you may learn 
from them. At this 
point, you are looking 
for inspiration, not 
validation. 
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EXAMPLE

A team from Riverdale Country School 
was looking to design new ways for 
teachers to collaborate. They decided 
to visit analogous settings where 
collaboration happens, and considered 
some pretty interesting inspiration – a fire 
station, a corporate office, and a design 
studio. While visiting the corporate office, 
they learned that the office staff prepare 
for meetings by sending out an agenda in 
advance. This way, everyone is prepared 
for the meeting. Gathering many other 
nuggets of inspiration, this specific story 
stood out to them, given that their faculty 
meetings typically began with a discussion 
of the agenda, and that ended up taking 
much of the limited time they had together. 
They decided immediately to try this idea 
in their school. 

Select Research Participants
People are often your most valuable source of inspiration. Imagine specific 
characteristics of the people you would like to meet. This will help you navigate the 
process of finding and engaging with interesting individuals.

Describe the people you want to meet 
Create specific descriptions of the people you want 
to engage with. Picture the characteristics of people 
you are looking for. Do you need to speak with a 
quiet child? Is it a very dedicated administrator you 
are looking for? Could you learn the most from some-
one who just started their career? Make sure you 
also cover a variety of gender, experience, ethnicity, 
etc. Work as a team and build a visual overview of 
your thoughts, using a large piece of paper or Post-it 
Notes.

Plan the interaction and logistics 
Think about what exactly you want to do with each 
participant. Where do you want to meet them? How 
much time will you spend with them? Is there an 
activity you can do together to enrich the conversa-
tion? What will you ask them to show you? Write 
down your plans for all research activities.

Invite participants 
Connect with the people you want to meet. Prepare 
a script for your initial conversations that helps them 
understand the purpose of your research. Don’t be 
afraid to tap into your personal networks: people are 
generally happy to share what they know.

Track your recruiting progress 
Take notes when you speak with people, so you 
remember the details of each conversation. Create a 
checklist that helps everyone on your team keep an 
overview of the progress and scheduling. 

  20–45 min

  Interaction

   1–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Appointments to meet 
and learn from interest-
ing people.

KEEP IN MIND 
When planning your 
interviews, consider 
the number of people 
that will be appropriate 
to attend. Too many 
interviewers can make 
people feel uneasy, par-
ticularly when adults 
speak with kids.
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DISCOVERYDISCOVERY

Build a Question Guide
Having a good conversation with a stranger is not always easy. When speaking with 
research participants, you have to both build trust and help them feel comfortable while 
collecting relevant information. Carefully prepare for your conversations in order to 
manage this delicate balance.

Identify topics 
As a team, brainstorm themes you want to learn 
about in your conversations with research partici-
pants. What do you need to learn about your chal-
lenge? What are you hoping to understand about 
people’s motivations and frustrations? What do you 
want to learn about their activities? Is the role they 
play in their network of importance? 

Develop questions 
Formulate questions that explore these topics. Frame 
them as open-ended questions, such as:  

» “Tell me about an experience...”

» “What are the best/worst parts about…?”

» “Can you help me understand more 
about…?”

 
Encourage people to tell you their whole story and 
avoid yes/no questions.

Organize your questions 
Organize your questions using the following struc-
ture: 

»  Start specific: begin with questions your 
participants are comfortable answering.

» Go broad: ask more profound questions 
about hopes, fears and ambitions. 

» Probe deep: explore your challenge or 
any interesting theme you picked up on 
during the conversation in more depth. 
Consider prompting thoughts with “what 
if” scenarios.

 

Then create a question guide that is very read-
able, so you can glance at it quickly during your 
conversation.

Build tangible conversation starters It can be 
helpful to share early ideas or concepts in your 
conversation, particularly when you are working on 
an abstract challenge. You can create a sketch, build 
a simple cardboard representation or describe a 
scenario that your participants can respond to. Your 
idea does not have to be realistic—it only serves the 
purpose of gaining a better understanding of your 
topic.

Confirm your plans 
Confirm date, time and location for your research 
activities. Agree on logistics, including transporta-
tion, with your team.

Assign roles 
Designate one person to lead the conversation. 
Select a second person who will focus on watching 
participants’ body language and facial expressions. 
Decide which team member will take notes, and 
choose a photographer. Remember to ask permis-
sion before taking any photos.

Prepare your equipment 
Make sure to gather materials for your fieldwork 
ahead of time:

» Question guide

» Participants’ contact details

» Team members’ contact details

» Directions to location

» Notepads and pens

» Camera (load batteries!)

» Mobile phones

» Thank you gifts for participants (if 
applicable)

» Post-it Notes, Sharpie markers

Preparing a list of questions will help you guide 
the direction of an interview.

  20–30 min

 Hands-On

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A question guide for 
a valuable research 
conversation.

KEEP IN MIND 
The most valuable 
aspect of a question 
guide is the thought 
process that goes into 
writing it. During the 
actual conversation, 
let the person you are 
speaking with lead 
you to what matters to 
them. Use the question 
guide as a checklist 
to ensure you have 
covered everything—
not as a script for the 
conversation.
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DISCOVERY

Prepare For Fieldwork
Whether you are meeting a group of students in the cafeteria or traveling across town 
to visit a company, fieldwork activities run smoother with thoughtful preparation. 
Assign responsibilities to team members ahead of time so everyone knows what to 
focus on.

Confirm your plans 
Confirm date, time and location for your research 
activities. Agree on logistics, including transporta-
tion, with your team.

Assign roles 
Designate one person to lead the conversation. 
Select a second person who will focus on watching 
participants’ body language and facial expressions. 
Decide which team member will take notes, and 
choose a photographer. Remember to ask permis-
sion before taking any photos.

Prepare your equipment 
Make sure to gather materials for your fieldwork 
ahead of time:

» Question guide

» Participants’ contact details

» Team members’ contact details

» Directions to location

» Notepads and pens

» Camera (load batteries!)

» Mobile phones

» Thank you gifts for participants (if 
applicable)

» Post-it Notes, Sharpie markers

 15–20 min

 Hands-On

   1-3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A solid plan for your 
fieldwork activities.

KEEP IN MIND 
It is important to assign 
roles ahead of time, 
however, it feels more 
natural for all team 
members to engage 
in the conversation to 
some degree..

Establish trust with participants 
Practice creating an atmosphere in which people  
feel comfortable enough to open up. Build on the 
skills you have developed in the school context. 

» Listen patiently. Do not interrupt, and 
allow for pauses to give participants time 
to think.

» Use non-verbal gestures, such as eye 
contact, nodding, and smiling, to reas-
sure participants you are engaged and 
interested in what they are saying.

Get the most out of your interactions 
Encourage people to reveal what really  
matters to them.  

» Ask participants to show you the object 
or space they are talking about,

» Have participants draw what they are 
talking about. 

» Keep asking “why?” in response to con-
secutive answers.

RESEARCH TIPS

There are many impressions to 
take in during a field visit. Use the 
following research tips to draw out 
interesting stories and keep track 
of what’s important.

Know what to look for 
Look for indications that reveal what people  
care about—and keep in mind, that they may  
contradict themselves. 

»  Look for cues in the things that people 
surround themselves with or the way 
they carry themselves. 

»  Notice workarounds and adaptations 
people have made to make a system or 
tool serve their needs better, for example: 
lowering the height of bulletin boards to 
make it easier for children to read them.

»  Explore things that prompt certain 
behaviors, for example: a line printed 
around a track field that causes people to 
run within a certain area.

Capture what you see 
Take lots of notes and photos of what you see, hear, 
feel, smell and taste during a field visit. Capture 
direct quotes. Write down your immediate thoughts 
without worrying about an interpretation.
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DISCOVERY

  30-60 min

 Hands-On

   2–6 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Skills for learning from 
what’s around you.

KEEP IN MIND 
Approach your obser-
vation with an open 
mind and imagine this 
as the first time you 
have gone through this 
experience. Look for 
details you may have 
overlooked before. 

Phase-Step

1–3
Gather Inspiration
Immerse Yourself In Context
Seek Inspiration In Analogous Settings
Learn From Experts
Learn From Users

WORKSHEET 

Worksheets for this step are 
available on pages 30-33 of the 
Designer's Workbook to help 
you gather inspiration with 
your team.

 

 

Immerse Yourself In Context
With a curious mindset, inspiration and new perspectives can be found in many places 
and without much preparation. Sharpen your skills in observing the world around you.

Plan your observations 
Choose a place where you can have an experience 
that is relevant to your challenge. For example, if you 
are looking for new ideas on arrival and departure 
procedures at your school, drive up to the drop off 
area, just as parents do, and try to stop, wait and go. 
 
Think of certain aspects of your experience you 
want to capture, such as:

» What emotions do you experience (surprises, 
frustrations, motivations, decision making factors), 
and why?

» What emotions do you experience (surprises, 
frustrations, motivations, decision making factors), 
and why?

» What are peoples’ moving patterns in space?

 
Explore and take notes 
Try to blend in with everyone else during your 
observation. Find a spot that’s out of the way. Take 
notes and photos. Capture interesting quotes. Draw 
sketches, plans and layouts. 

Capture what you have seen 
Immediately after your observation, take some time 
to capture the things you found most interesting, 
and write them on Post-it Notes so you will be able to 
reorganize them later.
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 20–90 min

 Hands-On

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
A new perspective on 
the challenge you work 
on, inspiration and 
energy. 

KEEP IN MIND 
Explore with an open 
mind, even if you 
do not immediately 
understand how to 
apply your experiences. 
After you return, spend 
time relating what you 
found interesting to 
the challenge you are 
working on. 
 

Seek Inspiration In Analogous Settings
Looking for inspiration in a different context outside of the education world opens  
the mind and can help you find a fresh perspective. Dare to go out of your comfort  
zone and explore. 

Think of analogies that connect  
with your challenge  
With your team, list all the activities, emotions, and 
behaviors that make up the experience of your 
challenge. Next to each of these areas, write down 
other situations where similar experiences occur. 
As a team, select the scenarios that you would like 
to observe. For example, if you are looking to re-
envision arrival and departure procedures at your 
school, consider observing the lobby of a busy yet 
elegant hotel.

Make arrangements for your activities 
Plan the logistics of your activities. Connect with the 
people you want to visit and explain the purpose of 
your search for inspiration.

Absorb the experience 
During your visit, first observe peoples’ activities 
and their environments. Then, when appropriate, 
ask questions about what you have noticed.

 
 
 

Learn From Experts
Experts can provide in-depth information about a topic and can be especially helpful 
when you need to learn a large amount of information in a short amount of time.

Choose the participants 
Choose experts based on your objective: are  
you looking to learn about their field of study?  
Would you like someone’s opinion on your topic  
who has rich knowledge of its context? 

Set up for a productive conversation 
Carefully plan how you want the conversation to 
flow. Consider asking the expert to actively help you 
work on an early concept. 

EXAMPLE 

A team, trying to redesign the library, went to the 
Apple store to gather inspiration. They observed 
the ways in which the in-store experience 
introduces customers to new products as well 
as how the set-up enabled people to navigate 
the space and easily find what they were looking 
for. The team was very inspired by the visit and 
brought the in-store conceirge experience into 
their final design solution. 

 1–2 hours

  Interaction

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Access to in-depth 
knowledge in a certain 
area of expertise. 

KEEP IN MIND  
Find the balance 
between using 
experts to get a good 
understanding of the 
current situation and 
preserving space to 
think beyond the exist-
ing models. 
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Learn From Users
There are many different ways to learn from users, including individual interviews, 
learning from people's self-documentation, group interviews, and learning from peers 
observing peers. Each type of user research requires a different set-up to ensure the 
best discovery session and users' comfort and willingness to share. Choose from the 
following set of categories and guidelines to support your research.

Learn From Individuals 
Spending time with people on their own allows you to deeply engage with and learn 
from them. Guide the conversation to gain a rich understanding of their thoughts and 
behaviors.

Create a trusted atmosphere 
Start the conversation on a casual note. Talk about 
a subject that is unrelated to your research first to 
make the participant feel comfortable. Be consider-
ate of the space you are in and make sure you have 
the appropriate level of privacy.

Pay attention to the environment 
Try to meet in the participant’s context—in their class-
room, home, office or workplace. During the conver-
sation, keep your eyes open for what’s around. Ask 
about objects or spaces you find interesting, and try 
to get a tour of the environment.

Capture your immediate observations 
Take a lot of quick notes in the voice of the partici-
pants. Write down interesting quotes. Do not worry 
about interpreting them yet. Try to capture your 
observations in the moment.

Get continuous feedback 
Consider making one or some of your research 
participants members of your team to continuously 
get their feedback and ideas.

Making the user feel comfortable is crucial to the 
success of an interview. With kids, it's especially 
helpful to meet them at eye-level. 

 45–90 min

  Interaction

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
An in-depth insight into 
the user's’ needs and 
motivations. 

KEEP IN MIND 
Field research activi-
ties are an opportu-
nity to take a new 
perspective. Treat your 
conversation partner 
as an expert. Try not 
to make participants 
feel that you are more 
knowledgeable than 
they are, particularly 
when you are speaking 
with children. 
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KEEP IN MIND 
Often teenagers and 
young people find self-
documentary exercises 
less intimidating 
than adults and enjoy 
expressing themselves 
in new ways. 
 

KEEP IN MIND  
Group sessions will give 
you a good overview of 
a topic. If you are trying 
to gain a deeper under-
standing of peoples’ 
motivations, however, 
choose an individual 
interview. 

Particularly when 
working with kids, group 
interviews can be a great 
format to help them feel 
comfortable with an 
adult team.

Learn From Peoples’ Self-Documentation
Asking participants to record their own experiences allows you to learn about them over 
an extended period of time. Guide participants to capture and share their thoughts, 
decisions and emotions. 

Plan the documentation activities  
Decide what you would like people to document: 
feelings, activities, behaviors? Choose the best mode 
for collecting that information: photographs, diaries, 
voice recordings, videos?

Invite and instruct participants 
Give participants tools and instructions to document 
themselves for several days or weeks. Explicitly 
explain why and how to record their activities. 

Review with participants  
Look at the materials together with participants  
after their documentation phase. Ask them not just 
what the things are that they documented, but also  
why they chose these details and how they felt  
about them.

 

Learn From Groups 
Bringing together groups of people allows you to observe the interactions between them, 
to recognize community dynamics and issues, and to understand their different opinions. 

Choose the participants 
Consider what you are looking for: to make partici-
pants comfortable enough to share details about 
their passions, bring together groups of like-minded 
individuals. To find out about individuals’ opinions, 
invite people with contradicting opinions.

Set up for a conversational atmosphere 
Prepare a space for an informal discussion over  
food and drinks. Start the conversation on a  
casual note. Talk about a subject that is unrelated to 
your research first to make the participants  
feel comfortable. 

Listen to the group’s conversations 
Encourage conversations between participants and 
consider dividing people into smaller groups to bet-
ter facilitate these discussions. 

Capture your immediate observations 
Take a lot of quick notes in the participants’ voices. 
Write down interesting quotes. Do not worry about 
interpreting them yet. Try to capture your observa-
tions in the moment.

Get continuous feedback 
Consider setting up a panel of participants that you 
engage with throughout your project to continuously 
receive feedback on your ideas.

Asking a student to document their day, for 
instance, can help you understand their mental 
model of their school day. This can help you gain 
instight into their priorities and choices.
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DISCOVERYDISCOVERY

KEEP IN MIND 
This method is par-
ticularly helpful when 
you are trying to learn 
about a group that you 
are not part of. It can 
help you learn about 
children: they will share 
very different informa-
tion with each other 
than with an adult.  
 
Be careful to not create 
the impression of your 
researchers spying on 
their peers! 

Learn From Peers Observing Peers
There is a level of understanding between peers that you can’t immediately get as an 
outside observer. Make select participants part of your research team. Ask them to 
speak with and observe their peers. 

Select your research partners 
Choose people that are trusted and respected 
amongst their peers as well as articulate and excited 
to participate. Invite them to become part of your 
research team. 

Decide on compensation 
Decide how you will thank your research partners, 
and prepare accordingly.

Guide their research 
Together with your new team members, define what 
you are trying to learn about, and think of activities 
to source and record this information. 

Meet frequently 
Create regular interactions with your research team 
and integrate them in a structured way. 
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INTERPRETATION

WHERE YOU ARE IN THE PROCESS WHAT’S IN THIS PHASE

2-1  Tell Stories 41
2-2  Search for Meaning 43
2-3 Frame Opportunities 46

Interpretation

Phase

2



DT for Ed  |  Toolkit
39

Interpretation transforms your  
stories into meaningful insights. 
Observations, field visits, or just  
a simple conversation can be great 
inspiration—but finding meaning  
in that and turning it into actionable 
opportunities for design is not an 
easy task. It involves storytelling,  
as well as sorting and condensing 
thoughts until you’ve found a  
compelling point of view and clear 
direction for ideation.

Phase

2

INTERPRETATION
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INTERPRETATION

The Evolution 
of Your Notes

LEARNINGS  
Learnings are the recollections 
of what stood out during a con-
versation or observation: direct 
quotes, anecdotes, notes on 
sounds, smells, textures, colors, 
etc. They are communicated 
in full sentences to capture 
the story.

THEMES 
Themes are created after you 
have organized your stories 
from field research into catego-
ries. They are the headlines for 
clusters of similar learnings.

INSIGHTS 
Insights are a succinct expres-
sion of what you have learned 
from your field research activi-
ties. They always offer a new 
perspective, even if they are 
not new discoveries. They are 
inspiring and relevant to your 
challenge.

HOW MIGHT WE’S 
“How might we” questions are 
the starting point for a brain-
storm session. They are written 
in direct response to an insight. 
These questions feel optimistic 
and exciting and help you think 
of ideas right away.

IDEAS  
Ideas are generated during a 
brainstorm session. They can 
be very practical and simple 
or wild and crazy—judgment 
is deferred, as the goal is to 
come up with as many ideas 
as possible. Ideas are best com-
municated with quick sketches.

Throughout the Interpretation phase, your perspective will 
evolve and change. As you gain a clearer understanding of 
what your observations mean, you can relate them to your 
challenge and use them as inspiration. This part of the process 
can be confusing. Use the examples below to navigate the 
development of your notes from early thoughts to ideas.
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INTERPRETATION

  20–30 min

  Reflective

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
An authentic recollec-
tion of your learnings 
from the research 
activities.

KEEP IN MIND 
Getting into the habit 
of capturing highlights 
while everything is still 
fresh will make it a lot 
easier to connect and 
process your learnings 
later on.

Tell Stories
Capture Your Learnings
Share Inspiring Stories

WORKSHEET 

Worksheets for this step are 
available on pages 36-39 of the 
Designer's Workbook to help you 
tell stories with your team.

 

 

Capture Your Learnings 
When you step out of an observation, it’s easy to feel overwhelmed by the amount of 
information you have taken in. Use the half hour immediately after the session to start 
capturing what you have learned.

Find a space and time 
Plan extra time so that you can share your thoughts 
and impressions right after your observation. This 
may often happen in a coffee shop or while in transit.

Share your impressions 
With your team, share the things you found most 
interesting. Do not worry about interpreting these 
stories yet. Listen to each others’ recollections of the 
observation. Compare experiences and impressions. 

To cover the most important topics, consider  
using these prompts:

»  Personal details: who did you meet  
(profession, age, location, etc)?

»  Interesting stories: what was the most memorable 
and surprising story?

»  Motivations: what did this participant care about 
the most? What motivates him/her?

»  Frustrations: what frustrated him/her? 

»  Interactions: what was interesting about the way 
he/she interacted with his/her environment?

»  Remaining Questions: what questions would you 
like to explore in your next conversation?

Document your thoughts 
Capture your observations in a notebook or on 
Post-it Notes. Writing them on Post-it Notes will make 
them easier to reorganize them later. Illustrate your 
thoughts with drawings.

Phase-Step

2–1
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INTERPRETATION

 30–60 min

 Hands-On

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A shared understand-
ing of all the stories 
your team collected.

KEEP IN MIND 
Tell stories person by 
person, one at a time.  
 
Use vivid details and 
describe your immedi-
ate experiences. This is 
not the time to general-
ize or judge.

Share Inspiring Stories
Share what you learned from your research as stories, not just general  
statements. This will create common knowledge that your team can use to  
imagine opportunities and ideas.

Set up a space  
Plan your storytelling session in a room with plenty 
of wall space. Distribute Post-it Notes and markers. 
Have a flip chart pad or large sheets of paper nearby, 
as well as tape to attach these sheets to the wall.

Take turns 
Describe the individuals you met and the places 
you visited. Be specific and talk about what actually 
happened. Revisit the notes you took right after your 
observation. Print out your photos and use them to 
illustrate your stories.

Tell the story of each person following these 
prompts (you may have already used them when 
capturing your first impressions): 

»  Personal details: who did you meet? (profession, 
age, location etc)

»  Interesting stories: what was the most memorable 
and surprising story?

»  Motivations: what did this participant care about 
the most? What motivates him/her?

»  Barriers: what frustrated him/her? 

»  Interactions: what was interesting about the way 
he/she interacted with his/her environment?

»  Remaining Questions: what questions would you 
like to explore in your next conversation?

Actively listen 
While you are listening to each other, compare and 
contrast the things you have learned. Explore areas 
where you find different opinions and contradictions. 
Begin to look for recurring themes.

Capture the information in small pieces 
Write down notes and observations on Post-it Notes 
while listening to a story. Use concise and complete 
sentences that everyone on your team can easily 
understand. Capture quotes—they are a powerful 
way of representing the voice of a participant. 

Surround yourself with stories  
Write large enough so that everyone can read your 
notes. Put all Post-its up on the wall on large sheets 
of paper. Use one sheet per story, so you have an 
overview of all your experiences and the people you 
have met.

When you’re sharing stories, do it in a way that 
feels like everyone can contribute. 
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INTERPRETATION

 20–50 min

  Reflective

   2–5 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
An overview of the 
larger themes that you 
found in your research.

KEEP IN MIND 
Clustering can become 
difficult when there are 
many people involved. 
Consider splitting into 
smaller groups, or have 
a few people work on 
the themes first and 
then present back and 
discuss.

Search for meaning
Find Themes
Make Sense of Findings
Define Insights

WORKSHEET 

Worksheets for this step are 
available on pages 40-42 of the 
Designer's Workbook to help you 
search for meaning with your 
team.

 

 

Find Themes 
After having collected and shared stories from your fieldwork, begin to make sense of 
all that information and inspiration. This part of the process can take some time. A good 
first step is to identify themes.

Cluster related information  
Group findings from your field research into catego-
ries or buckets. You can start by having every team 
member choose three Post-its they find most interest-
ing. Place each of them on a large sheet of paper and 
begin to look for more evidence of the same theme. 
What did many people mention? Did someone else 
say the opposite? Are there behaviors you saw 
repeatedly? Which issues were obvious? Rearrange 
the Post-its into these new buckets.

Find headlines 
Name the clusters you have defined, e.g., “lack of 
space.” Continue to sort and rearrange the informa-
tion until you feel you have picked the interesting 
bits out. 

Turn headlines into statements 
Have a closer look at your themes and the stories 
that support them, and express them in a meaning-
ful way, e.g., “There is a lack of space for teachers to 
do their work.” Write a full sentence. Use a new Post-
it and label your cluster with that statement.

Phase-Step

2–2
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INTERPRETATION

 25–60 min

  Reflective

   2–5 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
An understanding of 
what your learnings 
from the research really 
mean.

KEEP IN MIND 
This part of the process 
can feel uncomfortable, 
as you must repeatedly 
question what you have 
learned in order to get 
to the actual mean-
ing of your findings. 
Getting through this 
period of ambivalence, 
however, will give you 
clear direction and 
purpose for the next 
steps. 
 
. 
 
.

Make Sense of Findings 
Once you have created themes as an overview of your research findings, begin to take 
a closer look at what they mean. Sort and analyze them until they help you build a clear 
point of view.

Look for links between themes  
Take a closer look at your themes and find overlaps, 
patterns and tensions as they relate to each other. 
Can you group several related themes in larger 
categories? What contradictions do you find? What 
feels surprising and why? 
 
Continue to move around your Post-it Notes and 
sheets. Make sure to group supporting stories with 
more abstract themes.

Dig deeper 
With your team, take a step back and discuss what 
you have discovered. Are there themes that you 
have different opinions about? What are you most 
excited about? Can you begin to see the relevance of 
your challenge? 

 
Regroup the information and add new versions of 
your headlines until they feel strong. For example, 
you might group the themes “there is a lack of space 
for teachers to do their work” and “the faculty room 
does not encourage collaboration” together as 

"teachers need flexible space to collaborate." 

Get input from the outside  
Explain the themes to someone who is not part of 
your team. Learn from their feedback and try alter-
native ways of organizing the information.

Be prepared to let go 
Leave behind stories that don’t seem important. 
Clean up your space and only keep the information 
you are still using. 
 

After multiple interviews and analogous observations, 
the team captured their stories on Post-its, and then 
sorted and clustered the inspirational research into 
themed buckets covering the classroom walls. 
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INTERPRETATION

Define Insights 
Insights are a concise expression of what you have learned from your research and 
inspiration activities. They are the unexpected information that makes you sit up and 
pay attention. Insights allow you to see the world in a new way and are a catalyst  
for new ideas.

Select what surprised you 
Look across your buckets and themes and choose 
the information that you find most surprising, inter-
esting, or worth pursuing. What have you learned 
that had not occurred to you before? What did you 
find most inspiring? What sparked the most ideas?

Reconnect the learnings to your challenge 
Revisit the questions that you started out with: how 
do your findings relate to your challenge? Narrow 
down the information to those insights that are 
relevant and find new clusters. Be prepared to let 
go of details that are less important. Try to limit your 
insights to the three to five most important.

Craft your insights 
Experiment with the wording and structure to best 
communicate your insights. Create short and memo-
rable sentences that get to the point. Make sure your 
insights convey the sense of a new perspective or 
possibility.

Get an outside perspective 
Invite someone who is not part of your team to read 
your insights and check whether they resonate with 
an outside audience. 
 

 45–90 min

  Reflective

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Insights that concisely 
communicate your 
research learnings.

KEEP IN MIND 
Not every insight is 
entirely new informa-
tion. Often, you will 
find things that you 
knew about before, 
but your research may 
have given you a new 
perspective. Don’t be 
shy about retelling 
these stories. 

EXAMPLE

A team of educators from the Blue Valley Center 
for Advanced Professional Studies (CAPS), 
Overland Park, KS, was challenged with publicizing 
the programs they offer at the newly-built building. 

The team went out to connect with people in 
local schools, universities and businesses. In the 
process, they uncovered the insight that parents 
are the gatekeepers of student time. While not 
entirely new knowledge, it helped the team realize 
that this significantly affected the way they 
should think about promoting their programs. As 
a result, they re-framed the marketing to focus 
on the parent. The core need, they had learned, 
of parents was to feel that they could trust 
the experience. 

“We discovered that seeing is indeed believing 
when it came to communicating with parents. 
Monthly tours and open houses were scheduled 
to allow parents to discover what the CAPS 
experience was about on their own. The re-frame 
of our marketing caused enrollment to skyrocket 
42% and filled the building with over 1000 
student participants,” said Scott Kreshel, CAPS 
team lead. 
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 20–45 min

 Hands-On

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
A visual representation 
of your insights.

KEEP IN MIND 
Not every set of 
insights needs to be 
represented as frame-
works or visuals—use 
them only if they make 
it easier to communi-
cate your message.

Frame Opportunities
Create a Visual Reminder
Make Insights Actionable

WORKSHEET 

Worksheets for this step are 
available on pages 43-45 of the 
Designer's Workbook to help you 
frame opportunities with your 
team.

 

 

Create a Visual Reminder 
Just as you use visuals in the classroom to make complex information more accessible, 
illustrations, diagrams and frameworks are great tools to communicate your insights.

Experiment with various visualizations 
Try to express your learnings through different 
frameworks. Here are a few examples:

»  Journeys are great for looking at an experience 
over time. You can map peoples’ moods, experi-
ences or needs.

»  Venn diagrams help you express a few important 
themes and the relationships between them.

»  Two-by-twos help emphasize tensions and create 
different categories.

»  Maps help visually explain relationships.

Test your framework 
Share your visualizations with someone who is not 
part of your team and get an outsider’s point of view 
as to whether they make sense.

Phase-Step

2–3

Journey map Venn diagram Two-by-two Relationship map
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INTERPRETATION

 15–30 min

  Reflective

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Brainstorm questions 
that respond to the 
insights you found.

KEEP IN MIND 
Avoid brainstorm ques-
tions that already imply 
a solution. Ask yourself: 
“Why do we want to do 
that?” This will help you 
reframe your question 
more broadly.

Make Insights Actionable 
Insights only become valuable when you can act on them as inspiring opportunities. 
Turn them into brainstorm questions, the springboard for your ideas.

For example: 
 

“How might we create a teachers’ lounge with large 
couches?” implies the solution is a room with large 
couches.

“Why do we want to do that?” surfaces the actual 
need of a space for teachers to be able to wind down 
in between classes. The brainstorm question would 
then be:

“How might we create a space for teachers to unwind 
between classes?” 
 
This expands possible solutions beyond the idea of a 
room with couches.

Develop “how might we” questions 
Create generative questions around your insights. 
Start each statement with “How might we...?” or 

“What if…?” as an invitation for input, suggestions and 
exploration. Generate multiple questions for every 
insight. Write them in plain language, simple and 
concise. 

Choose brainstorm questions 
Select three to five of these questions for your brain-
storm session. Trust your gut feeling: choose those 
questions that feel exciting and help you think of 
ideas right away. Also, select the questions that are 
most important to address, even if they feel difficult 
to solve for.

Working together in a workshop, a group of teachers created multiple 
questions in order to feed rich brainstorming. 
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IDEATION

WHERE YOU ARE IN THE PROCESS WHAT’S IN THIS PHASE

3-1 Generate Ideas 50
3-2 Refine Ideas 54

Ideation

Phase

3
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IDEATION

Ideation means generating lots  
of ideas. Brainstorming encourages 
you to think expansively and  
without constraints. It’s often the 
wild ideas that spark visionary 
thoughts. With careful preparation 
and a clear set of rules, a brain-
storm session can yield hundreds 
of fresh ideas.

Phase

3
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IDEATION

Phase-Step

3-1

 10–20 min

 Hands-On

   1–2 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
The setup for a 
dynamic brainstorming 
session.

KEEP IN MIND 
When you make 
brainstorming part of 
another activity, lesson 
or meeting, remember 
that generating ideas 
is a mode that partici-
pants need a little time 
to get into. Create the 
time and space for a 
transition into that 
mindset.

Generate Ideas
Prepare for Brainstorming
Facilitate Brainstorming
Select Promising Ideas
Sketch to Think

WORKSHEET 

Worksheet 3–1 is available on 
pages 48–55 of the Designer's 
Workbook to help you gener-
ate and document ideas with 
your team.

 

 

Prepare for Brainstorming
Brainstorming may often be thought of as wild and unstructured, but it in fact is a 
focused activity that involves a lot of discipline. Take the time to set up appropriately in 
order to get the most out of your session.

Start with a well-defined topic 
Think about what you want to get out of the session. 
Select several focused brainstorm questions.

Choose an appropriate space 
Reserve a room with sufficient wall space, where 
participants can comfortably get up from their 
chairs and move around.

Provide tools to capture ideas 
Gather materials like Post-it Notes, markers, paper 

and snacks: don’t underestimate the power of sugar 
in a brainstorming session.

Invite a diverse group of people 
Consider involving people who are not part of your 
team, as they’ll have a fresh perspective. Include six 
to eight people.

Plan for 45–60 minutes 
Keep brainstorming sessions to an hour at most, to 
maintain focus and energy
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Brain-
storming 
Rules
These seven rules will make 
your brainstorming session 
focused, effective and fun. 
Introduce them at the start of 
every brainstorm, even if they 
merely serve as a reminder 
for experience participants.

Defer judgement. There are no bad ideas 
at this point. There will be plenty of time to 
narrow them down later.

Encourage wild ideas. Even if an idea 
doesn’t seem realistic, it may spark a great 
idea for someone else.

Build on the ideas of others.  
Think “and” rather than “but.”

Stay focused on topic. To get more out of 
your session, keep your brainstorm question 
in sight.

One conversation at a time. All ideas need 
to be heard, so that they may be built upon.

Be visual. Draw your ideas, as opposed  
to just writing them down. Stick figures  
and simple sketches can say more than  
many words.

Go for quantity. Set an outrageous goal—
then surpass it. The best way to find one 
good idea is to come up with lots of ideas.
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 45–60 min

 Hands-On

   6–10 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A lot of fresh, new 
ideas.

KEEP IN MIND 
Brainstorming is a fast 
and dynamic activity. 
Have your team stand 
up and encourage 
people to speak up 
and keep it short: only 
take a few seconds to 
explain an idea.

Facilitate Brainstorming
Brainstorming is a great activity to generate fresh thoughts and new energy. Create 
a safe and positive atmosphere for your brainstorm so the team can come up with all 
kinds of wild ideas.

Select a facilitator 
Decide on a person to lead the group through the 
activity. Familiarize yourself with brainstorming 
protocol.

Present your topic 
Briefly introduce the challenge you are working on. 
Share some of the exciting stories from your Discov-
ery phase.

Introduce the rules of brainstorming 
Explain each rule and its purpose to set the right 
tone for the activity. You can find an overview of 
brainstorming rules in the beginning of this section.

Equip everyone for participation 
Gather your team near a wall or flipchart. Give 
everyone a Post-it Pad and a marker. Encourage 
people to draw and be visual. Remind them to write 
in large letters and to note only one idea per Post-it. 

Start with a warm-up 
Choose a fun, easy or even unrelated activity to get 
people in the right mood:

»  Warm-up brainstorm: how might we find a needle 
in a haystack?

»  Never could we ever: brainstorm things you could 
never do at your school.

»  Get visual: ask everyone to draw his or her neigh-
bor in a minute. Share. 

Move one by one 
Post the question you are brainstorming about on 
the wall so everyone can see it. Ask participants to 
take a few minutes and write down their first ideas 
before starting as a group. Then facilitate the brain-
storm and capture each individual idea.

Keep the energy high 
Provide encouragement or alternative topics if the 
flow of ideas slows down. Switch to a new brain-
storm question every fifteen to twenty minutes. 
Throw out some wild ideas yourself. Remind your 
team of the rules if needed. Set a goal for how many 
ideas you want to generate in total.

This team invited people outside the project to help them get unstuck 
and expand their design possibilities. 
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Select Promising Ideas
It is the passion and energy of a team that makes the development of an idea 
successful. To get a sense of which brainstorming ideas generate excitement, let 
everyone on the team vote on their favorites while they are still fresh in their minds.

Cluster the ideas 
Spend a few minutes immediately after a brain-
storming session grouping together similar ideas. 

Vote for favorite ideas 
Ask the brainstorm participants to each select an 
idea that is their personal favorite, the one they want 
to work on, or the one they believe is most promis-
ing. Give everyone a limited number of choices. Let 
people decide in silence first, so that they are not 

swayed by others’ opinions. Vote directly on the 
brainstorm Post-its, either using sticky dots or simply 
drawing a dot. 

Discuss the results 
Count the votes and determine the most popular 
ideas. As a team, take the most promising ideas and 
decide which ones to develop further. Be realistic 
about the number you can pursue—aim for three 
ideas to start with.

Sketch to Think
Sketching even a simple representation of an idea makes you think through a lot of 
details. Brainstorm ways to bring your concept to life early to figure out how you might 
take an idea further.

Pick an idea 
Right after your brainstorming session, form several 
groups of two to four people and pick ideas to sketch 
in more detail.

Expand the idea 
Now that you have chosen an idea to sketch in more 
detail, spend a few minutes brainstorming simple 
ways to bring the concept to life. Create a simple 
expression of your idea. Keep it simple and only 

focus on the most important aspects of your idea. 
Make sure you're still brainstorming and expanding 
on the idea, rather than being critical and limiting 
your possibilities.

Share back 
Present your ideas to each other. Ask the other group 
members for feedback about their favorite parts of 
your sketch as well as aspects where they see room 
for improvement. 

 10–20 min

 Hands-On

   6–10 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
A selection of ideas 
that the whole team is 
excited about taking 
forward.

KEEP IN MIND 
Trust your gut feeling 
as long as there is 
excitement about an 
idea, it will be a good 
basis to work from.

 15–25 min

 Hands-On

   2–8 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A first, tangible expres-
sion of your idea.

KEEP IN MIND 
Seeing an idea come 
to life, even in a very 
basic form, injects 
enthusiasm and energy 
into a team’s work. It 
is an opportunity to 
experiment and have 
fun while learning about 
your idea.

A team trying to engage students in learning about local history 
conceived of an ipad app which would allow students to take a photo 
of a location and then touch the buildings in that image in order to learn 
more about the history. They sketched the initial idea to help flesh out 
the details of the concept.
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Phase-Step

3–2

 25–40 min

  Reflective

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
 A first step toward 
bringing your idea 
to life.

KEEP IN MIND 
A reality check might 
seem discouraging, as 
you may have to let go 
of some ideas. Focus 
on the possibility of 
actually building an 
idea in the long term to 
keep up your collective 
energy. 

Refine Ideas
Do a Reality Check
Describe Your Idea

WORKSHEET 

Worksheet 3–2 is available on 
pages 56-59 of the Designer's 
Workbook to help you refine 
ideas with your team.

 

 

Do a Reality Check
So far, you have (hopefully) been developing your idea without giving much thought to 
the constraints you may face while attempting to realize it. It makes sense to now do a 
reality check: look at what’s most important about your idea and find ways to evolve and 
develop it further.

Find out what your idea really is about 
As a team, examine what’s at the core of your idea: 
what gets you excited about it? What is the most 
important value for your audience? What is the 
real need that this is addressing? For example, if 
your idea is creating a teachers’ lounge with large 
couches, the real value is in allowing teachers  
to unwind. 

List constraints  
Make a list of all the challenges and barriers you are 
facing with your idea. What are you missing? Who 
would oppose the idea? What will be most difficult 
to overcome? Put the list up on the wall so it is visible 
to the team. Remember, constraints are helpful for 
design… don't feel too daunted by this list! 

Brainstorm new solutions 
First, start from the list you created in step one of 
this method, describing the core values of your idea. 
Think up additional possibilities that might satisfy 

the needs your idea responds to. Consider facilitat-
ing a quick brainstorm to come up with more ideas. 
For example: how might we create spaces for teach-
ers to unwind between classes? 
 
Then revisit your list of constraints. Brainstorm 
how you might address some of these challenges. 
For example: how might we raise money to acquire 
furniture for our common space?

Evolve your idea 
Discuss how you can change your concept based on 
your new ideas. How can you address the need dif-
ferently? How can you work around the constraints 
you are facing? 

Archive ideas 
Let go of ideas that feel too difficult to create, or that 
you are not excited about. Keep your Post-its and 
notes so you can revisit them later.
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 15–25 min

 Hands-On

   2–3 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
 A description of your 
idea that summarizes 
all of its important 
aspects.

KEEP IN MIND 
While you may find 
yourself creating an 
extensive collection of 
thoughts or questions 
in the first place, your 
concept description 
will become stronger 
as you simplify it to a 
concise summary.

Describe Your Idea
Once an idea has started to evolve, you may find it helpful to capture your thoughts in 
a more structured format. Create a concept description. Consider it a repository for 
thoughts and questions rather than a finished piece.

Capture your thoughts 
With your team, use a large sheet of paper to sum-
marize your idea. Use the following structure to 
describe its most important aspects:

»  Choose a title for your idea

»  Summarize your idea in a single sentence

»  Describe how your idea would work

»  Name the people it involves, both to build as well as 
to use it

»  Explain the needs and opportunities identified 
through field research

»  Illustrate the value and benefit for each person 
involved

»  List questions and challenges

Evolve your summary 
Change and adjust your concept description contin-
uously as you prototype and iterate your idea. Keep 
it in a place that is visible to all team members.

Before building their prototype, the team took some time to think 
through a few details around their concept. Having written out the 
specific items necessary to build out experience of the concept, the 
team was able to divide and conquer while prototying. 
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EXPERIMENTATION

WHERE YOU ARE IN THE PROCESS WHAT’S IN THIS PHASE

4-1 Make Prototypes 58
4-2 Get Feedback 60

Experimen-
tation

Phase

4
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EXPERIMENTATION

Experimentation brings your ideas 
to life. Building prototypes means 
making ideas tangible, learning 
while building them and sharing 
them with other people. Even with 
early and rough prototypes, you 
can receive a direct response and 
learn how to further improve and 
refine an idea. 

Phase

4
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EXPERIMENTATION

Phase-Step

4-1

  45–90 min

  Hands-On

  2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A tangible representa-
tion of your idea that 
you can share and learn 
from.

KEEP IN MIND 
Keep a “parking lot” for 
questions that come 
up while you build 
prototypes. Revisit 
and answer them as 
you develop your idea 
further. 
 
Capture the evolution 
of your prototype 
over time as you make 
changes and increase 
its resolution.

Make Prototypes
Create a Prototype

WORKSHEET 

Worksheet 4–1 is available on 
pages 62-63 of the Designer's 
Workbook to help you document 
your prototypes.

 

 

Create a Prototype 
Prototypes enable you to share your idea with other people and discuss how to further 
refine it. You can prototype just about anything. Choose the form that suits your idea 
best from the list below. 

Create a storyboard 
Visualize the complete experience of your idea over 
time through a series of images, sketches, cartoons 
or even just text blocks. Stick figures are great—you 
don’t need to be an artist. Use Post-it Notes or indi-
vidual sheets of paper to create the storyboard so 
you can rearrange their order.

Create a diagram  
Map out the structure, network, journey or process 
of your idea. Try different versions. 

Create a story 
Tell the story of your idea from the future. Describe 
what the experience would be like. Write a news-
paper article reporting about your idea. Write a 
job description. Create a letter to be sent to parents. 
Describe your idea as if it were published on the 
school website. 

Create an ad  
Create a fake advertisement that promotes the best 
parts of your idea. Have fun with it, and feel free to 
exaggerate shamelessly.

Create a mock-up 
Build mock-ups of digital tools and websites with 
simple sketches of screens on paper. Paste the paper 
mock-up to an actual computer screen or mobile 
phone when demonstrating it.

Create a model 
Put together simple three-dimensional representa-
tions of your idea. Use paper, cardboard, pipe clean-
ers, fabric and whatever else you can find. Keep it 
rough and at a low fidelity to start, and evolve the 
resolution over time. 

Create a role-play 
Act out the experience of your idea. Try on the 
roles of the people that are part of the situation and 
uncover questions they might ask.
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EXPERIMENTATION

ROLE PLAY

INTERACTION

DIAGRAM

MODEL

MOCK-UP

Ways to 
Prototype
Prototyping is not about getting it right 
the first time: the best prototypes change 
significantly over time. 
 
Challenge yourself to come up with at least 
three different versions of your idea to test 
multiple aspects of the possible solutions 
your team has come up with.
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  15–25 min

  Hands-On

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A plan for your feed-
back activities. 

KEEP IN MIND 
You only need a handful 
of conversations to 
get robust feedback. 
Consider the few 
constituents that might 
help you learn quickly. 

Phase-Step

4–2
Get Feedback
Identify Sources for Feedback
Select Feedback Participants
Build a Question Guide
Facilitate Feedback Conversations
Capture Feedback Learnings
Integrate Feedback
Identify What's Needed

WORKSHEET 

Worksheet 4–2 is available on 
pages 64-73 of the Designer's 
Workbook to help you get feed-
back with your team.

 

 

Identify Sources for Feedback
Feedback is one of the most valuable tools in developing an idea. Sharing prototypes 
helps you see what really matters to people and which aspects need improvement. 

Consider the setting 
Decide what context you want to share your idea in. 
Is it helpful to first show a rough idea in an informal 
setting you are familiar with? Will you learn the 
most from seeing your prototype in the context it 
will be used in?

Define what to test 
With your team, determine what kind of feedback 
you are looking for: Do you want to get feedback on 
the first impression of your idea? Are you trying to 
learn whether people would participate in a new 
activity you designed? Are you wondering whether 
people will change behaviors over time because of 

your concept? Capture your thoughts and create a 
list that will remind you of the goals of your research.

Define feedback activities 
Based on what you are trying to learn, carefully plan 
your feedback activities. Arrange for a conversation 
if you are interested in a first impression. Set up an 
activity or service as if it were real if you want to 
observe peoples’ actual behaviors. Consider letting 
people use a prototype over a period of time if you 
are interested in its longer-term impact. 
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Select Feedback Participants
People who have continuously seen the development of your idea can provide detailed 
feedback, while those new to the concept can help you understand which aspects are 
most appealing and/or difficult. Consider which perspectives are most important.

Decide on who to involve 
Create a list of people you want to engage in the feed-
back process. Revisit the overview of your audience. 
Discuss whom you will learn the most from. Include 
people you have met during your field research as 
well as new participants.

Plan the interaction and logistics 
Determine a meeting place and timeframe for your 
feedback sessions. Consider asking participants to 
use your prototype ahead of meeting you.

Invite participants 
Reconnect with participants you met earlier in 
the process. They are generally excited to see the 
progress of your idea development. Identify new 
participants within and outside of your network.

 
 
 

Build a Question Guide
A good feedback conversation is a mix of spontaneous reactions to your prototype as 
well as structured questions designed to compare various peoples’ opinions about the 
same topic. Prepare a question guide that helps you navigate both sides. 

Choose open questions  
Revisit questions that came up during the develop-
ment of your idea. Pick those that you want to include 
in feedback sessions. With your team, discuss other 
areas to explore.

Frame questions to encourage build 
Formulate your questions so that they lead to con-
structive feedback and encourage participants to 
build on your idea, such as:

»  “Can you describe what excites you the most about 
this idea, and why?”

»  “If you could change one thing about this prototype, 
what would it be?”

»  “What would you like to improve about this idea?”

Arrange your question guide  
Organize your questions according to the following 
structure:

»  Start with general impressions. Let the participants 
share their initial thoughts about your concept.

»  Ask for specific feedback about your idea.

»  Open up the discussion and encourage a broader 
conversation.

Create a readable format of the question guide, so 
you can glance at it quickly during your conversa-
tion. Be mindful of the timing of your conversation.

 20–45 mins

  Hands-On

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Activities and appoint-
ments to get feedback 
on your prototype..

KEEP IN MIND 
Feedback is helpful 
even if your idea is 
still rough. It’s easier 
to informally share 
early prototypes with 
friends and colleagues 
first, before setting up 
feedback sessions. 
 
Don’t be afraid of the 
skeptics: often, you will 
learn the most from 
your worst critic. 

 20–30 min

  Hands-On

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
 A guide to getting the 
most out of your feed-
back conversations.

KEEP IN MIND 
Create the sense of 
a collaborative work 
session to build on and 
develop your prototype, 
rather than a critique. 
Avoid yes/no questions 
and invite people to 
think of improvements. 
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Facilitate Feedback Conversations
The most important ingredient in a feedback conversation is honesty: people may feel 
shy about telling you what they really think of your idea if they know that you are very 
invested in it. Create a setting that encourages an open conversation.

Invite honesty and openness 
Introduce your prototype as a sketch that you are 
working on. Make it clear that the development of 
your idea is still in progress, and that you have not 
spent much time on building the prototype or refin-
ing the details. 

Provide multiple prototypes  
Prepare various versions of your prototype to 
encourage people to compare and contrast.

Stay neutral 
Present all concepts with a neutral tone. Don’t be 
defensive—listen to all the feedback and take notes 
both on the positive and negative comments.

Adapt on the fly 
Encourage participants to build on the idea, and 
change your prototype right away. Be ready to elimi-
nate or change parts of the idea.

 30–60 min

  Interaction

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Constructive feedback 
on your prototype.

KEEP IN MIND 
Try to let participants 
experience your 
concept, rather than 
just talking about it: let 
them interact with a 
prototype in their own 
context, or integrate 
them into a role play.

The feedback helped teachers understand what 
felt engaging to the students, so that they could 
continue to refine the ideas. They didn't ask the 
students for approval or disapproval. 
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 20–35 mins

  Reflective

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A summary of new 
ideas and perspectives 
on how to improve your 
concept.

KEEP IN MIND 
Don’t shy away from 
changing your proto-
type in between feed-
back conversations. 
Test your iterations 
right away. 

Capture Feedback Learnings
Feedback conversations are rich in information, and the subtle impressions of a 
participant’s reactions are often most important to remember. Take some time right 
after your session to capture what you have observed.

Find a space and time  
Plan for some extra time after a feedback session, 
so you can share your impressions right after your 
conversation when they are still fresh in your mind. 

Capture your ideas and design iterations 
Discuss how to improve your prototype and capture 
ideas for a next iteration immediately. 

Share your impressions 
Discuss the conversation with your team. Compare 
each other’s learnings. Take notes on your conversa-
tion. Consider using the following prompts:

»  What did participants value the most? 

»  What got them excited? 

»  What would convince them about the idea?

»  Which parts would participants like to improve? 

»  What did not work?

»  What needs further investigation?

Immediately after sharing their prototype with a user, 
this team met to review feedback while it was still 
fresh in their mind and quickly iterate the prototype for 
their next feedback session..
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Integrate Feedback
Feedback is invaluable to developing an idea, but can also be quite confusing. It may be 
contradictory, or may not align with your goals. Sort through the responses you receive 
and decide on what to integrate in your next iteration.

Cluster the feedback  
As a team, discuss the reactions you received to your 
prototypes. Start by sharing the impressions you 
captured right after your feedback conversations. 
Take notes on Post-its. Sort and cluster the feedback: 
what was positively received? What concerns came 
up? What suggestions and builds did you find?

Evaluate the relevance 
Take a moment to revisit where you started. Look 
at your earlier learnings and ideas. What was your 
original intent? Does it still hold true, based on the 
feedback you have received? 
 

Prioritize the feedback: what is most important to 
making it a success? Sort your notes and create an 
overview of which feedback you want to respond to.

Iterate your prototype  
Incorporate valuable feedback into your concept. 
Make changes where people saw barriers. Empha-
size what was well received. Then, create a new 
prototype that you can share. Go through feedback 
cycles repeatedly and continue to improve your 
concept.

 20–40 mins

  Reflective

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Iterations of your 
concept based on 
feedback.

KEEP IN MIND 
Do not take feedback 
literally. You don’t need 
to incorporate every 
suggestion you receive. 
Look at feedback as an 
inspiration for better 
ways of solving the 
problem. 

EXAMPLE

A diverse team in Albemarle County Public Schools in 
Charlottesville, Virginia got together to rethink their library 
spaces. They wondered if a repository of knowledge was the 
most pressing need for today’s student, and considered: How 
might we create spaces where kids can search, connect, 
communicate and make? 

Through the Interpretation phase, the team identified insights 
around access, flexibility, and collaboration that design 
solutions needed to deliver on to be successful. They built 
rapid, low-cost prototypes… converting libraries to try out 
new solutions without major investment. They set up learning 
plans to ensure they were capturing feedback from the 
students and other stakeholders in the schools. 

Superintendent Pam Moran celebrates experimentation and 
prototyping, holding the idea that no design is static. They 
collected feedback from students and from staff, and iterated 
on the design based on that feedback aiming to ensure 
that the designs are great for the students, and respond 
to the school’s unique identity. Pam knows the danger of 
one-size-fits-all solutions across a district. Solutions range 
from Ideapaint walls to toolcrib technology to media labs 
where kids can create diverse projects – from rap music to 
documentary films. By designing for the needs of today’s 
students, Abemarle is evolving the shared spaces in their 
schools to allow for a mix of quiet contemplation and  
maker enthusiasm. 
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 30–45 mins

  Hands-On

   2–4People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
What it takes to realize 
your idea.

KEEP IN MIND 
Your needs may be 
larger than the support 
you can receive from 
your school. Don’t 
give up. Find ways to 
creatively make your 
concept work within 
those constraints.

Identify What’s Needed
Most concepts cannot be fully realized with just one prototype.  Continuous iteration 
on your concept, requires various resources and capabilities, namely, money, time and 
people.  Specify what exactly it will take to make your idea come to life. 

Specify materials 
Make a list of all the materials you will need to build 
your concept. Are these supplies available at your 
school? Will you need to purchase any new assets? 

Calculate funds  
Money will always be a scarce resource in an edu-
cational context. Don’t let this discourage you. Think 
about creative ways to hold a fundraiser. Look into 
applying for a grant. Consider opportunities to tap 
into existing budgets. Don’t forget to explore how to 
realize your idea with limited funds as a brainstorm 
challenge. 

Estimate timeframes 
Specify the amount of time that you’ll need to create 
your concept. Do you need time for preparation? 
Does anyone need to be trained? Do you want to use 
an existing meeting time differently?

Identify people and partners 
Create an overview of people who can help realize 
your idea. What capabilities are you looking for? 
Who is invested in supporting the concept? Do you 
need to find someone to champion the idea? Identify 
which capabilities you have inside your school, and 
which you‘ll have to find externally. Think about 
leveraging the larger network and including parents, 
alumni and/or neighbors.

Choose a plan of action  
Choose which activities will best help you move 
your concept forward. 
Do you need to make a pitch document? 
Do you need to engage partners? 
How will you share your story?
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EVOLUTION

WHERE YOU ARE IN THE PROCESS WHAT’S IN THIS PHASE

5-1 Track Learnings 68
5-2 Move Forward 70

Phase

5
Evolution
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EVOLUTION

Phase

5
Evolution is the development of  
your concept over time. It involves 
planning next steps, communicat-
ing the idea to people who can help 
you realize it, and documenting the 
process. Change often happens 
over time, and reminders of even 
subtle signs of progress are impor-
tant.
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EVOLUTION

Phase-Step

5-1

 20–45 mins

  Reflective

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Criteria to evaluate 
the success of your 
concept.

KEEP IN MIND 
Consider your criteria 
for success a tool that 
helps you identify which 
parts still need further 
improvement. Don’t 
just rule out ideas.

Track Learnings
Define Success
Document Progress

WORKSHEET 

Worksheet 5–1 is available on 
pages 76-79 of the Designer's 
Workbook to help you track 
learnings with your team.

 

 

Define Success
As your concept evolves, you can begin to measure its impact. Define a set of criteria for 
success to help guide and evaluate the development as you scale and build on your idea.
Consider the people involved  
Revisit your initial overview of the audience. Con-
sider which values your concept has for each of 
these groups of people: is the prototype being used 
by the people you intended it for? What do they 
appreciate about your concept? 

Identify indicators for success 
As a team, discuss what success means for you:

»  Are you hoping to count on a large number of col-
leagues attending an event?

»  Which stories would you like to hear parents tell?

»  What outcomes would you like to see called out in a 
school report? 

»  What would you tell the school’s leadership in 
order to receive more funding?

»  What would you like to hear a student say about 
your idea?

Track what happens 
Think about how you want to measure the impact. 
Will you actively ask people? Can you count num-
bers? Will you rely on data from others? 
 
Plan how to track these indicators. Observe and take 
notes on the impact over time, periodically reconsid-
ering these criteria.
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Document Progress
Once an idea has been implemented and become a part of everyday life, it is easy to 
lose sight of its impact. Change often happens slowly, and subtle reminders of success 
are important.

Track signs of change 
Use the research skills you acquired during the Dis-
covery phase to observe indicators of change over 
time. Have you noticed different behavior? Have the 
relationships between people changed? Did you 
notice comments from your students? Ask questions, 
listen to stories and take notes and photos. 

Share stories 
Arrange reflection meetings with your team. Tell 
each other stories of your observations. Write  
down quotes and observations and identify  
common themes.

Discuss effects 
As a team, reflect on the changes you have noticed. 
Compare your impressions with initial circum-
stances. Revisit the learnings from your early discov-
eries. Consider creating a “before/after” overview. 

Celebrate achievements 
Build an awareness of the changes that have come 
from your concept. Even if incremental, celebrate 
with your colleagues and encourage their continued 
involvement.

 30–60 min

  Hands-On

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
Evidence of the impact 
your concept is creat-
ing over time.

KEEP IN MIND 
Make sure to keep 
your eyes open for 
both positive as well 
as unintended signs 
of impact. It’s often 
the workarounds and 
unintentional use of 
concepts that inform 
new design challenges.
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EVOLUTION

Move Forward
Plan Next Steps
Engage Others
Build a Community

WORKSHEET 

Worksheet 5–2 is available on 
pages 80-93 of the Designer's 
Workbook to help you move 
forward with your team.

 

 

Plan Next Steps
The implementation of an idea requires a different approach from its generation. When 
your idea has evolved into a solid concept, it’s time to plan the next steps. With your 
partners and team, create a timeline for bringing the concept to life. 

List tasks 
Create an overview of all the actions that need to be 
taken to build your concept. Write them down on 
Post-it Notes. Use different colored Post-its to capture 
open questions.

Assign champions  
Appoint a person on your team or a partner to each 
of the tasks you have identified. Review the ques-
tions. Decide who will be responsible for finding an 
answer. Write the name of the person responsible for 
a task on that Post-it Note.

Identify gaps 
Are there activities that you can’t assign to anyone, 
or open questions you can’t find an answer to? Cre-
ate a list of tasks that you need to seek help with.

Create a timeline 
Map all the tasks to a timeline. Form agreements 
about the timing and commit to certain dates. 

Plan regular check-ins 
Set up a time for a regular, informal team meeting 
(for example, a weekly breakfast check-in of 30 
minutes) to keep the momentum going. Use this time 
to share thoughts, ideas and concerns. 

Phase-Step

5–2

 30–45 min

  Hands-On

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
A calendar outlining 
team members’ involve-
ment in realizing your 
concept.

KEEP IN MIND 
An idea often changes 
significantly when 
people start using it 
and adjust it to their 
own needs. Consider 
adaptations as yet 
another learning oppor-
tunity. Build a strong 
team and let people 
feel ownership of their 
contributions.
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Engage Others
In order to reach the full potential of new designs, the solutions must be shared with 
audiences outside your core design team.  Depending on the outcomes that you hope 
to achieve with your solutions, you may need to pitch your concept, engage partners, or 
share your story.  Choose a method for engaging that will support your end goals.

 30–60 min

  Interaction

   2–4 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU 
An audience-specific 
way to engage others 
with your design 
challenge.

EXAMPLE

Though several months of community planning sessions were 
already completed on the The Castle Complex Redesign 
Initative in Kaneohe Hawaii, the team created a series 
of outward facing mini-design charrettes to gain further 
input the larger community. The team wanted to assess 
community interest, test the resonance of ideas for their 
trending direction, and engage the larger community in the 
implementation phase.To reach this larger audience, the team 
held one of the public outreach session and design charettees 
was held at the local Windward Mall. This allowed them to 
have a dialog with the larger community about the proposed 
chances at Castle High, and they were able to get more 
feedback, but also investment from the community.  
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Pitch Your Concept
A credible and inspiring story will help convince others to support your concept. Build 
your pitch to motivate others to help bring the idea to life.

Know your audience 
Think about who you are trying to get excited about 
your idea. Put yourself in the shoes of the listener: 
what will get them interested in your idea? What will 
they be motivated by? 
 
For example:

»  For educators: how is it going to help me do my job? 
How is it going to help my students succeed?

» For administrators: How does this affect the way 
our school is viewed?

» For parents: how is this going to help my child  
succeed in school?

» For students: how is it going to make  
learning more fun?

» For potential team members: why would I want to 
be part of this? What’s in it for me?

Highlight the potential 
Create a provocative statement for your idea. Get 
your audience excited about the opportunities you 
see. Frame it as “What if…?” 

Build a narrative 
Tell a brief and engaging story, focusing on the most 
important aspects of your concept. Describe what 
inspired your idea, and how it responds to the needs 
you learned about. Describe early feedback you've 
gotten from prototypes you've made or pilots you've 
run.

Communicate the value 
Explain the value your idea provides for the various 
people involved. Be explicit and illustrative in your 
descriptions. Be specific about your needs. Be clear 
about what you want from your audience. Draw 
from your list of needs and communicate what sup-
port you need.

Encourage contribution 
Invite others to join the conversation or help build 
the concept. Consider engaging your audience in an 
activity that lets them experience and participate in 

the design process.

Build Partnerships
Often you do not have all the capabilities or resources available to realize an idea. Look 
outside and find partners who can help you bring a concept to life.

Specify your needs 
Revisit the list of needs you created for your concept. 
Consider which needs you have the resources for, 
and which you cannot do yourself.

Identify partners  
Create an overview of organizations or individuals 
that have capabilities you are missing. What is your 
relationship with them? How can you reach out to 
them? Make a list of who will contact these potential 
partners.

Structure the collaboration 
Adapt your pitch story to share the excitement about 
an idea with new partners and clearly communicate 
your hopes for the collaboration. Write down goals, 
meeting times and responsibilities to build a com-
mon understanding of everyone’s contributions.

Learn from each other 
Make your interactions with a partner a true 
exchange of meaningful ideas. Have an open dia-
logue about your progress, ask a lot of questions and 
actively encourage partners to share their thoughts.

KEEP IN MIND 
Consider the story you 
share, or the concept 
you pitch as a proto-
type in itself. You may 
have to tell your story 
a few times or talk to a 
few different partners 
before you find the 
right fit.  Every time you 
engage others, you can 
continue refining your 
story. 
 
Don’t be intimidated. 
Begin by communicat-
ing what excites you 
the most—talk about 
the opportunity and 
the bigger ideas rather 
than small details. This 
enables others to see 
the value and contrib-
ute to the concept.

KEEP IN MIND 
Don’t be intimidated by 
different work styles 
that you encounter 
from your partners: 
every educational 
institution has its par-
ticular character, and 
corporate or private 
organizations operate 
in their own ways. Look 
at these differences as 
a learning opportunity.
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Share Your Story
Stories are the most powerful way to communicate the experience of the design 
process. Craft a story that can be shared broadly.

Collect memories 
With your team, spend time recollecting the experi-
ence of this process. Remember favorite moments, 
surprising encounters and the most challenging 
days. Take notes on Post-its.

Build a narrative 
Create a story about your experience. Use the 
prompts below to structure your thoughts. 
 
Create an overview:

»  What challenge did you start out with?

»  Who was part of the team?

»  What partners did you integrate?

»  What needs did you find out about?

»  How did you respond to what you learned? 

»  What experience did you create?

Talk about interesting experiences:

» What was the most surprising thing you learned 
while looking for inspiration?

» What was your most absurd brainstorm idea?  
The most creative prototype? 

Share your impressions:

» Which moments of the experience were  
most rewarding?

» Which part of the process was most difficult? 

Use photos to illustrate your story.

Spread your story 
Consider various methods of sharing your story. 
Create materials that help your team members 
communicate the story. Craft an email that can be 
forwarded. Write a short description that can be 
integrated in a letter to parents or an article for the 
school’s website. 
 

KEEP IN MIND 
Adapt your story based 
on which audience you 
are telling it to. What 
would you tell your 
headmaster? What do 
you want parents to 
take away from it? How 
would you present this 
to the school board?

EXAMPLE

Teachers at Ormondale Elementary School created a 
Guide to Investigative Learning in order to share the 
method of teaching inspired by their Design Thinking 
activities with new faculty joining the school.

EXAMPLE

Albemarle School District brought their design brief to the table when discussing the 
redesign of their school libraries. Having done their own user research and having gained 
new empathy for their students’ need, the librarians were able to generate interesting 
ideas that neither consultant nor division central staff nor architects had considered. The 
district says that in some ways, this project has turned the tables so that the architects 
don’t come in as the experts but as the listeners. The librarians and teachers led the 
architecture design discussions armed with the voice of their users. They were able to 
help bridge the gap between those who design for them to enable them to understand the 
unique nature of today’s learner as well as the distinct characteristics of their own schools’ 
needs. For example, the librarians helped shift the architects’ mindset from a paradigm 
of building large architecturally important circulation desks anchoring librarians’ to their 
desks, to understanding the needs of today’s librarian based on flexible circulation and 
integration of today’s research technology.
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EVOLUTION

 30–60 mins

  Interaction

   3–5 People

DIFFICULT Y

    

THIS GETS YOU  
A network of designers 
who can offer advice or 
serve as a sound-
board with your own 
challenges

KEEP IN MIND 
The best way to deepen 
your understanding and 
comfort with design 
thinking is through 
tackling new chal-
lenges. Every time you 
complete the process, 
you will learn something 
new. 

Build a Community
A design network can support the deepening of your practice as a designer. Build a 
community where you can share experiences and get advice on your own challenges. 
Build a network  
Invite colleagues, experts, and friends to participate 
in your design community. Participants may be 
experts or novices in Design Thinking but should 
include people you feel comfortable sharing new 
ideas and frustrations with.

Plan check-ins 
With your network, agree upon frequency, location, 
and timing of your visits. Checking-in can be virtual 
or in-person but must be scheduled. Use the meeting 
dates to help create your own deadlines. 

Learn over time 
By now you’ve probably completed at least one 
design challenge. A deeper understanding of Design 
Thinking can only come from repeated use of the 
process. Define a new design challenge and lever-
age this design community to enable you to make 
greater impact with your solutions.

EXAMPLE

Eager to invigorate his work, David Rothauser at New Design High School in NYC saw an 
opportunity to draw on the collective expertise of the diverse faculty he worked with. He 
formed the Beehive Group, in order to have a professional development team which could 
contribute thinking to each other's classroom challenges. Beehive sessions are seeded 
with challenge topics, such as HMW provide personalized instruction for students? The 
Beehive structure is framed by an iterative design cycle, which builds in time for teachers to 
provide feedback and support for one another's projects. 

New Design High School has built brainstoming teams into their school structure. When 
asked about outcomes of experience David says, “Teachers learned that the group is more 
powerful than the individual mind. This was exciting to witness.” 
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LICENSE:

This Design Thinking for Educators Toolkit is 
licensed under the Creative Commons Attribu-
tion-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported 
license (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0).  The full text of this 
license is available here: http://creativecom-
mons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/.  

Under this license, you are free:

TO SHARE — to copy, distribute and transmit the 
work

TO REMIX — to adapt the work

Under the following conditions:

ATTRIBUTION — You must attribute the work in the 
manner specified as “IDEO’s Attribution” below.  
You cannot attribute the work in any manner 
that suggests that IDEO endorses you or your 
use of the work.

NONCOMMERCIAL — You may not use this work for 
commercial purposes.

SHARE ALIKE — If you alter, transform, or build 
upon this work, you may distribute the resulting 
work only under the same Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 
Unported license (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0).

Please see the full text of this license (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/) 
to view all rights and restrictions associated 
with it.  

IDEO’S ATTRIBUTION:

© 2012 IDEO LLC.  All rights reserved. http://
designthinkingforeducators.com/

TRANSLATIONS:

If you create translated versions of this Toolkit 
(in compliance with this license), please notify 
IDEO at DT_ed@ideo.com.  IDEO may choose 
to distribute and/or link to such translated 
versions (either as is, or as further modified by 
IDEO). 

ABOUT THE TOOLKIT:

At IDEO, we’ve been using similar processes, methods and tools for 
years in tackling some dauntingly complex challenges. More often 
than not, we’ve experienced how Design Thinking helps to get to 
the next step. That’s why we are excited to see how it can impact 
the world of education. Teachers at Riverdale Country School 
are starting to use design process to address challenges in their 
classrooms and schools, and together we’ve created this toolkit in 
order to share these processes more broadly.

Riverdale Country School is a Pre-K 
through Grade 12 independent school in 
New York City.

www.riverdale.edu

IDEO (pronounced “eye-dee-oh”) is an 
award-winning global design firm that 
takes a human-centered approach to 
helping organizations in the public and 
private sectors innovate and grow.

www.ideo.com
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