
LET’S LEARN 
A manifest for a new approach to innovate 
education through design thinking

Figure 1: The ‘pain’ of implementing a new course in existing education

Defined path by strategic plans
Paths of innovation in education

Introduction
The desired skillset of students 
is constantly changing and the 
organization of education is moving 
too little with it. Multiannual strategic 
plans and woolly department plans 
are still being written in great 
numbers, and educational purpose 
involves less long-term plans and 
more need to respond to the 
changes that are rapidly occurring 
around us. More and more teachers 
are willing to change education but 
are feeling stuck in the long-term 
strategic plans. 

A way to provide students with new 
desired skillsets, which is not 
completely clear yet, is trough 
learning by doing. A lot of learning by 
doing is now being implemented as 
an experiment. Not many 
experiments make it to an 
implementation in existing courses 
other than by creating (long-term) 
strategic plans. If we want to adapt 
our education to the fast changing 
society and new professions we need 
to come up with a plan to create and 
implement new ways of learning and 
new skillsets.

Context
In the last years, all kinds of modern 
technologies have become cheap and 
easily available. Think of 3D printers 
and all kinds of electronics. Students 
can use these tools to expand their 
creativity. The distance between an 
idea and a product has become very 
small. This way of learning requires 
an other process in which students 
discover and invent new solutions 
and products.

Learning by doing is an effective form 
of hands-on learning that we have 
lost in our current education. 
Learning by doing gives direction and 
context to the thing that you learn. 
Students constructs their own 
knowledge: it is a very strong and 
lasting way of learning.

Approach
Most teachers are constantly 
adjusting their education to the 
group their facing. But in their 
repertoire of methods their are often 
limited to the imposed learning 
materials and inflexible rigid strategic 
plans. 

Changing education often feels 
counteractive by the missed support. 
Next to that teachers nowadays need 
to do more administrative tasks and 
are getting less time for preparation 
of lessons and grading. If we want to 
change our education towards an 
adaptive system in which the 
constantly changing skillset is being 
thought, we need to make teachers 
into designers instead of assembly 
line performers.
As shown in figure 1 teachers already 
have several approaches to come up 
with new courses. But this proces is 
often not captured, shared nor 
embedded in regular education.

Proposed research
Most available studies on learning by 
doing and makereducation are 
US-oriented. Although we can learn a 
lot from the US developments in this 
area, our own (Dutch) educational 
system is completely different. 
That’s why we need design succesfull 
applications in the Dutch context.

Personal Motivation
The last couple of years I worked with 
several teachers who tried to apply 
learning by doing methods in their 
own education. Next to that I 
experimented with learning by doing 
through the Fablab Rotterdam, which 
I founded with some enthousiastic 
collegues almost six years ago. 
I designed and facilitated several 
professional learning communities 
where new teaching materials were 
developed. I also joined a lot of 
conferences and meetups on this 
topic. And in all this work I noticed 
that there is a growing group of 
enthousiastic teachers who noted 
that the method is really showing 
some great results, but on the other 
hand find it difficult to integrate this 
in existing education. The (maker) 
movement is at a tipping point were 
it needs to be implemented quickly 
or the risk is that we loose the 
enthousiasm and momentum in 
which innovation accelerates. There 
is a great need for an iterative way of 
innovating education which fits the  
practice of teachers (there is need for 
a shortcut to avoid the delay caused 
by creating long-term strategic plans 
first).

Domain
The proposed area of research is 
within the field of (maker)education, 
change management and design. 

In the domain of (maker)education 
the focus will be on the didactic / 
pedagogical approach, what is about 
the didactics of learning by doing.
In the field of change management 
the focus will be on intervention 
methodology, what refers to the 
change that happens in the middle of 
organizations, and not by a top-down 
or bottom-up approach alone. In the 
domain of design I propose a focus 
on design thinking, what refers to 
design-specific cognitive activities 
that designers apply during the 
iterative process of designing.

Hypothesis
Methods of design thinking will help 
drive the innovation of education by 
teacher-centered design. Because of 
the iterative approach of design 
thinking the possible implementation 
of new education can be created. It is 
possible that design thinking is also 
the answer to implementing new 
ways of education. Design thinking is 
valuable for as well teachers as 
designers of education because it 
can close the gap between these two 
professions. The current approach 
requires drastic changes in education 
which only occurs once in the four 
years. Design thinking gives the 
oppertunity to create innovations 
within periods of years, maybe 
months.

Method
The proposed research is an form of 
design research. I am suggesting a 
process model of researching the 
change of a proces as described by 
Ann Lanley. The goal is to design an 
implementation process which fits 
teachers and iterates quickly and 
easily but is also efficient.

The research will include three 
instruments: reshaping the taxonomy 
of Vossoughi & Bevan (2014), logging 
journals with teachers and students 
and observations through the  
framework of Bevan et al. (2014). 
The intended results will include the 
design of an iterative model  for 
innovation in education, application 
of the model on three courses 
(course Smart Objects, Future Fest 
(Trendresearch) and the Make Week) 
and interviews with several 
participants.

Results will be published and 
discussed on several Fablab 
Education platforms, the national 
Makereducation Platform and other 
educational platforms.

The research will be a part of the 
research line ‘Educating Creative 
Professionals’ of Creating 010. 

Participants
The design research works with two 
sorts of groups: teachers (and 
students) in higher professional 
education and teachers in secundairy 
education. Also research partners of 
the educational institute of the 
Rotterdam University of Applied 
Science needs to be involved.
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The only difference 
between screwing 
around and science is 
writing it down
- Adam Savage
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Figure 3: possible new implementation model

Figure 2: multiannual strategic plans 
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When you go to school 
the trauma is that you 
must stop learning and 
accept being thought.
- Seymour Papert
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