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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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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
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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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 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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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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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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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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IDEaTIOn

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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IDEaTIOn

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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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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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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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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Riverdale




