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Abstract

This paper describes the key ideas behind a

new Open University course in Design Thinking.

The paper shows how the creative skills of stu-

dents can be consciously developed, and delib-
erately applied outside of the creative industries
in what are termed ‘embedded’ contexts. The
distance learning model of education pioneered

PETER LLOYD by The Open University requires careful integra-
tion of self-study learning materials, especially for
online environments, and especially for teaching
design. The paper notes that it is the diversity of
Open University students from a wide range of
backgrounds and ages that provides the creative
engine foran online design course. However, as
with face-to-face design courses, that engine still
requires regulation through the practice-based
expertise of design tutors. The paper concludes
by noting the success of the course in catering for
the market in embedded creativity, suggesting
that in the future many courses will take a fun-
damentally more cross-disciplinary approach to
design education’.
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Introduction

One of the main findings of a 2008 National
Endowment for Science, Technology, and the
Arts report on the UK creative economy was
that: “more people work outside the creative in-
dustries than inside them””. Based on census data
collected in 2001 the report identified 1.9 million
people (7.1% of the UK population)in ‘creative em-
ployment’. Thisfigure breaks down tothe number
of people in the creative industries being 552,170,
the numberindirectlyemployed by the creativein-
dustries—forexample in accountancy or business
—690,641,and the number outside of the creative
industries, ‘embedded’ in other industries being
645,067.

If this market for ‘embedded’ creativity is
equally as big as the market within the creative
industries we might speculate that an equal pro-
portion of graduating students would go on to
work in this ‘embedded’ mode. In turn, however,
this raises the question as to why we primarily
educatedesignersinspecialistareas—productde-
sign, graphic design, interactive design —when it
appearsthatatleast halfwill not goonto practice
inthose areas.

The argument for the productive application
of design and creativity methods to a wider range
of work-based situations has found traction in
both business schools and forward thinking de-
signschools throughthearea of ‘design thinking’.

and direct change — empowering people to en-
hance their own lives directly through designing.
Broadly, this is the approach that The Open Uni-
versity has adopted in a new course titled ‘Design
Thinking: Creativity for the 215t Century’. This pa-
perdescribes keyideas underlyingthe new course
in Design Thinking and brings together research
showing the impact it has had on students and
staff. Afinal discussion considers the potential
of producing designers specifically forembedded
contexts.

Teaching Design at a Distance

Three recentdevelopments,alldependenton
the ubiquity of the internet and increased broad-
band speeds, have made a differentkind of design
course possible, allowing the Open University, a
distancelearninginstitution, tonotjustteachstu-
dents about design, but to teach them to design.
Importantly, it teaches them to design in ways
that are difficult to teach in a face-to-face insti-
tution, and means they are naturally learning the
skillsof embedded creativity.

The first development is of a more social
creativity. Web 2.0 has brought together people
in ways amenable to demonstrating creativ-
ity through ‘usable’, configurable and media-rich
websites. Forexample, the photo-sharing website
Flickr reveals a huge range of approaches to pho-
tography, from the amateur to the professional,
that combine and influence each other in a cre-
ative social network.

The second development is that the distinct
disciplines of design have become more ambigu-
ous, blurring boundaries that were once distinct.
Effectively presenting product portfolios online,
for example, now means that an understanding
of graphic and interaction design is necessary.

The main thrust of this approach is to show how

using methods of design can add value to a busi-

3 ness’. There is, however, an alternative approach
todesignthinkingthat places lessemphasis onthe benefit

to business and more on designing as a way of empow-
ering a wider range of ‘non-designing’ people that goes

4 b s*. Thisdistinction could be crudely charac-
terised as the difference between indirect change
—design and business becoming more efficientin
getting people to consume to enhance their lives,

This means that design has become more oriented towards
communicating design possibilities rather than producing
objectsthatfitintowell-defined categories, be they buildings,
vehicles, products, sounds, or fonts.

The third development is that conventional
design education has become more ‘distanced’.
Students are spending more time working at
home, sending in their work electronically, and
communicating online with fellow students and
staff. The studio-based educational model of the

2 Higgs, P, Cunningham, S., Bakhshi, H. (2008) “Beyond the Creative Industries: Mapping the Creative Economy in the United Kingdom”,
NESTA Technical Report, http://www.nesta.org.uk/library/documents/beyond-creative-industries-report.pdf.

3 Brown, T.(2008) “Design Thinking”, Harvard Business Review, June, pp 85-92; Brown, T. (2009) Change by Design: How Design Thinking
Transforms Organizations and Inspires Innovation, Collins Business; Lockwood, T. (2009) Design Thinking: Integrating Innovation, Cus-
tomer Experience, and Brand Value, Allworth Press, US; Martin, R. (2009) Design of Business: Why Design Thinking is the Next Competitive
Advantage, Harvard Business School Press.

4 Ambrose, G.and Harris, P.(2009) Design Thinking, Ava Publishing.



past is slowly being eroded as design education
progressively becomes more of a virtual activity.

These developments present problems for a
design education premised on the transmission of
expertise through face-to-face discussion between
teacherandstudentovera progressingdesign—an
approach beautifully described in Donald Schén’s
seminal book The Reflective Practitioner’. At the
heart of reflective practice, Schén suggests, and
arguably at the heart of creative practice, is the
process of framing and re-framing; being able to
seeonethingasanother. Anexpert practitioner is
able to ‘re-frame’ a problem so a student can both
move forwards in the process of reaching a solu-
tion and understand the importance of framing
and reframing itself. How can these two forms of
learning still take place when the amount of face-
to-face discussion timeis diminished?

A possible answer to the question, and one
that builds on the three developments outlined
above, comes withthe new coursein Design Think-
ing offered by the Open University. Rather than
adopting a reflective practitioner model of design
education, a one-to-one transmission of expertise
or knowledge, the course adopts something that
we might refer to as a social practitioner model,
where expertise comes from a diverse peer-group
of students working in online environments. The
word ‘diverse’isimportant here in that it suggests
a wide range of expertise and experience that
can potentially feed into the design process. This
aspect of the new course, combined with the tra-
ditional features of an Open University education
—self-study course materials and support from a
regional tutor — provide the basis for a different
kind of practice-based design education.

Design Thinking:
Creativity for the 21st Century
InFebruary 2010 The Open University launched
‘Design Thinking: Creativity for the 21st Century’, a
60 credit first-level course or module. During the
first presentation 355 students, 18 based outside
the UK, studied part-time for 36 weeks, sending
in a portfolio of their design work for their final
grading. Table1shows the age profile of students
who registered for the course. These students
were supported by 16 regional tutors. For the sec-
ond presentation in 2011 the number of students
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had increased to 555, with an additional 8 tutors
recruited.

Table.
Age Profile of students
completing Design Thinking

AgeRange i Numberof Students
Under 25 76
g R &
e e
T 6
50759 2
60-64 4
e S
e e

At the beginning of the course students re-
ceive a creative welcome pack through the post
(figure 1). This is designed both to provoke their
natural creativity, by asking students to play cre-
atively with familiar objects, and to promote early
engagementwith other students doingthe course.

The educational environment of the course
consists of three tailored elements; online self-
study materials, an online design studio called
OpenDesignStudio, and software for completing
design assignments called CompendiumDS. This
paper details the first of these elements below, as
the self-study materials illustrate the conceptual
basisofthe course. Interested readers are referred
to Lloydsfor adetailed description of the latter two
elements. Allthree elements are closely integrated
to provide acoherentand complete learning expe-
rience forthe student.

Figure1.
Creative Welcome Pack

5 Schon, D. (1983) The Reflective Practitioner, Basic Books.

6 Lloyd, P. (2011) “Does Design Education Always Produce Designers?” In Bohemia, E., Borja de Mozota, B., and Collina, L. Proceedings of 1st
International Symposium for Design Education Researchers: Design Education Research, Cumulus//DRS, Paris, 18-19 May, pp 210-227.
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Self-Study Materials

The online self-study materials are presented
within the Open University’s Virtual Learning En-
vironment (VLE). This is essentially a website that
bringstogetherdifferentkinds of learning material
for students to study on a week by week basis, for
example academic concepts, practical skill devel-
opment, activities for students to do, and course
assignments. Figure 2 shows a screenshot of the
course home page where the course content is
structured in a prescribed order. This roughly
equatesto1s hours of study per week for students.

There are four key concepts underpinning de-
sign thinking that are taught to students, both in
theoryandin practice, asthey complete the course:

1.Problem-framing.

This is the idea that problems have to be de-
fined at the correct ‘level’,independent of design
discipline, before appropriate meansof solving the
problem can be identified. Thisis perhaps equiva-
lenttosayingthatthe solutiontoa product design
problem isn’t necessarily a product. The idea of
problem-framing at different scales is reinforced
by the four-block structure of the course which
looks at themes of self, others, society, and world.

2.Productive dialogue.

Perhapsthe mostimportantaspect of design thinking
isengagingin a productive dialogue as a way of progress-
ing towards a design proposal (‘proposal’is used
here very deliberately in place of ‘solution’, as it
suggests somethingincomplete, and opentofur-
ther dialogue and development). Productive dia-
logues, forexample over sketches and prototypes,
are essentially a way of learning through doing.
Theynaturallytake place between people, butone
canalsothinkofadialogue occurringwith the self
or,as Schén’ terms itin ‘a reflective conversation
with the materials of the situation’. Afurther as-
pect of a productive dialogue is the idea of ‘play’;
proposing something simply for the sake of find-
ingoutwhereitwill lead.

3.Quiet design.

Itis continually emphasised to students that
design thinking is something that is all around
them, in the many objects, environments, and
organisations that Rich Gold refers to as ‘the plenitude’®.
Quiet design refers to the tangible and intangible things
that don’t stand out as being ‘designed’ at all. Indeed, it
alsosuggeststhatdesign can beabouttakingawaythings,
ratherthan producing more things.

(2o - - Welbsite: Design thinking: creatvty for the Z1st century i |
e _ hitp: flearn2 open.ac ukj course/view.php?id = 200199 & lQ- Google
i ooy Puncbiopd  Snou_ Susertime. Tuomo inradiome. | Cortact | Semch b OU
@ eg rotsecs
0 Logbackin
StudentHomoe  Profie EECELN Community  Heip Contre.
U101-128 J Study planner Search this website B @
3wesk plannar U101 Design thinking: creativity for the 21st century .‘o‘- e m
.
Entice planner News (new) =
A2 Help with this page Waok Progress Bl | 17 Feb 2012 ODS Unavailability
20 Feb 09:00-11:00
Il--hp-t—-nd;:lu: 2 Block 1: Weeks 2-9 Derok Jonas
Vit s oo Sudors
oy i %, Welcome to Block 1 O [Eoecemis baktomery
TMADT R (@ % Wnatis design? (] |0s:00ana 11:00 0020 ...
TMAOZ 1A £ - ew)
THAR e w, How to upload your work io OpenDasignStudio [m]
> Msvmertarmea s How to arrangs your workllow a
 Qnies THASCA sevs
 Son st ctormason |- Forums (new) =
Tutar @ My Tutor Group Forum
A= U101 Forum
> Cartat o s % How 10 18ke photos and scan images O wwesaposn
o ® Cate
44 Aotiity 2 Show your hang =] e
oue o il day-crost
222210, Bt Con 5
5 Bossrate Resources =
mnscaxanan Assignment: TMA 11 (cut-off date 20 Fob)
. Toom = Elluminate
4 3 How to comment on other people’s wark [ | = Module resaurces.
17 e 2011 14304730
Pp— 5Fe 3 Thinking about design thinking 1 [ | = Assessment
maeinfomatian 1 Activiy 3 A design that maikes m hsppy (] | = Usotulinks
YTy = Ubrary resources
P Quafcatons kked B scdrote tJ
‘Core elements:

Figure 2.
Screenshot of the U101 self-study homepage

7 Schén, op. cit..
°8 Gold, R.(2007) The Plenitude: Creativity, Innovation, and Making Stuff, MIT Press.
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CompendiumDs: U101

v :
@ o o :
¥ o ) o " 9 |
Q Expiore 1 Explore 3 1. Preparation 1. Final
@ 2
Weak 1 - Explore Week 2 - Week 3 -
= g Proposal
/ \ E',a'T-..I'.(‘
) Q |
/ Concept 1 m;:, @
’ QJ Design Process
= Concept 2 Evaluation
4.Using expertise. Figure3.

The collaborative aspects of design thinking
areemphasised by consideringthe overall role of a
designerassomeonewhocan utilise the expertise
of others in solving problems; someone who can
marshal and manage resources, not necessarily
someone whohasawide rangeof particulartech-
nical abilities or familiarity with a certain piece of
software.

All four concepts focus on the more general
aspects of designing, drawing on a number of dif-
ferentdesigndisciplines forexamples. Inthis way
the studentis able to build up skills independent
of design discipline, skills that are valuable in an
embedded context, and that also draw on the
specialist expertise and experience that students
bringtothe course.

For example, one student, working on a
problem that they’d framed as ‘book storage
and retrieval’, proceeded to produce a prototype
and uploaded an animation of that prototype
to OpenDesignStudio, the online design studio
environment. On coming across this prototype,
another student, who worked as a librarian, was
able to provide detailed information about her
experience in helping to develop the prototype.
Thatdiscussion, available forallto see and typical
of many other discussions, has valuable conse-
quences: it provides an opportunity for the tutor
to emphasise a learning point, it provides an op-
portunity for other students to contribute, and
of course it provides an opportunity for the first
studenttodevelop their design prototype.

A knowledge mapping environment for design
thinking. The menu on the left of the window con-
tains different types of nodes that can be connected
togetherto form linked structures.

The online design studio also provides an op-
portunity for students to use other students’ work as
inspiration. Indeed, students are actively encouraged to
build on the work and ideas of others as this is consid-
ered to be another essential aspect to design thinking.
This results in pathways of connected creativity, where:
students have taken on anidea, developed it,and
ment, in turn, has been taken on by

Assessing Process

Bringing all four of the above concepts to-
gether is an emphasis on process, not product.
Whatthe course seekstoteachisdesignthinking,
with an emphasis on the ‘thinking’. Inteaching a
general ability like this, one of the most difficult
issues is how to assess a thinking process, rather
thanthe product oroutcome ofthat process. How
canoneseeevidencethatathinking processisim-
provingoverthe 36 weeks ofthe course? Students
completing assignments for the coursedosoina
knowledge-mapping environment where differ-
enttypesof‘nodes’ canbe linked togethertoform
a narrative of process, allowing the components
of design thinking to be represented and hence
assessed.
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The knowledge-mapping environment is
tailored for the course in that the different nodes
form an iconography of the design process. For
example there are nodes for ‘ideas’, ‘questions’,
‘decision points’, ‘links’, and a ‘diary’ node. Each
node can have resources associated with it, for ex-
ample images, or web-links, as well as notes. By

combining nodes, adesign process canthus be constructed
that contains the reasoning — the thinking — for making
decisions at regular points. Atutor assessing the design
process canthen access and assess the individual ‘moves’
that were made, without the student having to explain
face-to-face what theirdesign process was.

Figure3shows ascreenshot ofthefirstassign-
menttemplate.

ibility is given for students to construct their own
design processes. Figure 4 showsthe template for
the second course assignment.

The assignments themselves are general
enoughtocompleteinarange of ways, and with-
out specialist knowledge:the first assignment is
toproduceaT-shirt, the second toframeand solve
aself-defined problem, thethirdtodesignagame,
andthe forth tocommunicate a story about a de-
sign prototype.

As mentioned earlier, the three key elements
of the course are tightly integrated. The course
materials require regular uploadstotheonline de-
sign studio, asdo key pieces of workduring the de-
signassignments. Thereisthusanintentional overlapping

@

'START: Got &
Problem [deas

|
Oy,

Your rovkem iy hos 13 evomiton
Problem 2 \ 2 l
@ , e .9 _ 9 . 9.9 )
Probiem Session p Proposal
Statement euth pecial Development Froposal
Your Group
/ mmn (008) I 1
Reflect Reflect
Refl Iccl
w 4
Q Study Week 14 Study Week 15
Diary Diary Slu!?fb'\:';lk 16
Problem 5
Figure4.

Design process template for assignment 2.

One of the major learning outcomes for stu-
dents completing the course —and again intro-
duced at a level that is generic enough to be ap-
pliedinawiderangeof ‘embedded’ contexts—isto
understand the components of the design process
and how design processes might themselves be
‘designed’. The course gives students a number
of design process templates to follow for assign-
ments. Forthe firstassignment (figure 2) this just
requiresinformationandimagestobeadded, but
progressively, over four assignments, more flex-

between theory, practice, and discussion, with a strong
ing social expertise to generate individual

Student Satisfaction

Following the first run of the course 189 stu-
dentswere surveyed about theirexperience of the
course. 64 (33.9%) studentsresponded andthe re-
sultsareshownintable 2.
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Statement Responded to Uto1 | OU (Average)
Overall, lam satisfied with the quality of the course 707 (90.0)
(89.0)
(79.).
(855)
(89.6)
(341)
: (90.2)
Iwould recommend this course to other students 69.0 (84.4)
The course met my expectations 65.5 (83.8)
| enjoyedné'tﬁdyingthis'i'(')'”u'rse ................................. i G

Table 2.

Student satisfaction survey: % of students answer-
ing that they definitely or mostly agreed with the
relevant statement.

The results of the student survey show sat-
isfaction with the course and this was echoed
in the commentary of students describing how
they’d used design thinking in the ‘embedded
context’ of their everyday lives. Many described
examples of how they’d systematically looked at
a problem from a design thinking point of view,
and how they’d engaged others around them in
doing so. Several reported using the knowledge-
mapping environment to complete tasks outside
the courseasaway offormalising the process they
were going through.

Additionally, the regional tutors that taught
on the course were surveyed. Of the 16 tutors
invited to respond, 11 (69%) did. The results are
shownintables.

Theresultsin table 3 indicate that, in general, the
tutors supporting the students were very posi-
tive about the various features of the course. Of
note particularly are high responses forthe course
structure, academic content and practical con-
tent, indicating that the course is both coherent
and balanced.

Ofthesixteenregionaltutorsemployedtotu-
torthe course ten (63%) were entirely new to the
Open University and to distance learning. What
is remarkable is that eight of the top ten tutors,
measured in terms of student retention, were all
‘new’tutors. Table 4 shows the average retention
rate achieved by ‘new’ tutors and ‘old’ tutors.

31

Tutor Experience Retention Rate (%)
‘New’ Tutor 70.5%

How would you rate the following aspects of U101? ‘Old" Tutor 55.5%

Overall structure ofthe course 85.5
Table4.

Average student retention rate by tutor experience

Table 4 raises a question related todesign ex-
pertise. Seven of the ten new tutors were practis-
ingdesigners, fromarange of disciplines,and this

seems to have played a role in keeping students
interested in the course. It turns out that the experience
ofthe studiotutor, sovalued in face-to-face design educa-
tion, is alsovital for design education by distance.

Course A55|gnments

Table 3.
Tutor course-content survey. Responses were on a
100 point scale with 1=poor, 100=outstanding.
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Discussion

Intheintroduction we discussed the mainap-
proach to making the subject area of design more
widely applicable to areas outside the creative
industries. This was to adopt more of a business
focus to the design curriculum, emphasising, for
example, how design can be used to solve man-
agement problems as well as improving product
andservice delivery. The paperalsooutlined a sec-
ond approach, which was to give a more diverse
group of people the tools to think creatively, de-
velopingtheir confidence and helpingthemtoen-
gage with the world around them in a productive
way. Crudely put, the first approach emphasises
design as a way of increasing profit for business,
whilethe latteremphasises designasawayofem-
powering people more generally.

The new Open University course in Design
Thinking described in this paper has broadly fol-
lowedthe second approach, drawingoutthe natu-
ral creativity of a diverse range of individuals and
helping them to shape and sharpen theirideas in
the world around them. This approach exploits
the unique diversity of the part-time Open Uni-
versity student population. With many students

couraged inyoung children, repressed in teenage
years, and then professionalised in higher educa-
tion, a process made explicit by Ken Robinson’.

Does this type of design education produce
designers? This was a question asked by the
course’s external examiner who, although im-
pressed by the quality of the student work pro-
duced, was keen to emphasise that the students
passing the course shouldn’t think of themselves
as designers. The external examiner was right,
although their claim as to what exactly consti-
tutes a fully educated ‘designer’ remained un-
articulated at the time. Design Thinking is a first
level course and no programme in design educa-
tion would claim to have produced a ‘designer’,
whatever we mean by that term, after only one
year of part-time study. However, it does raise an
interesting issue about courses teaching design
subjects in what we might term ‘non-traditional’
ways: outside of studios, with little face-to-face
contact between students, and with a tutor dis-
tanced from the work of the student. Could stu-
dents graduating afteradesign education on this
basis be termed ‘designers’?

The question, of course, depends on what we

already employed in the workplace, the design
thinking skills that they have learned in doing the
course can be directly applied to a business con-
text, lessening both the need to become qualified

mean by the term ‘designer’. Do we mean someone who
is steeped in a traditional design discipline or do we mean
someone who is able to solve problems in particular way?
Traditional design education, | suspect, produces more of

to design before practicing as designers, and the
need to consume some product or service to fix a
solvable problem.

This model of design education is perhaps
not suitable for many academic schools of design,
with more homogenous cohorts of students, but
it could pointthe wayfor possible change. /

ing students from a wider range of backgrounds and, im-
portantly, drawing onthose backgroundsdirectlyinteach-
ing, could lead to designers having a more fundamental
impact on society outside the creative industries. Design
education’is a curious mix though. On the one hand it is a
subject that fosters and demands creativity and
innovation from students, while on the other it
is resistant to the very creativity and innovation
espoused. Traditional design courses still hold at
their heart a discipline-based, master-apprentice
approach to learning with any radical deviation
from this viewed as a debasement of design val-
ues. Designeducationislargely stillthe final stage
inadevelopment process whereby creativity isen-

the latter than might be admitted. Adding more
business-based elements to traditional design
courses, or conversely adding more design-based
elements to business courses, is a way of making
the skills of designing more generally applicable,
but the Design Thinking course has sought to go
much wider in teaching and applying the skills of
designingin embedded contexts.

9 Robinson, K.(2001) Out of Our Minds: Learning to be Creative, Capstone.
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