
USING DESIGN THINKING
TO DEEPEN THE SPIRALS
OF INQUIRY 
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Frame Your
Inquiry

"Innovation requires a deep
dive within precise boundaries

around a specified purpose.
Precise boundaries

significantly expand the area
for innovative solutions to
complex problems." David

Weiss

Before you begin, it is
important that you look at

research about how children
learn best to determine the

borders within which you will
be inquiring and innovating.

Determine
Your 4

Questions
Start by determining what
questions you would like to

ask students,
educators, and parents.

These questions should be
connected to the

pedagogical core in order to
make the most difference for

student learning at your
school.

The questions should have a
positive focus and will funnel

from broad, overarching
questions to more specific

ones. 
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“The main tenet of design thinking is empathy for the people you’re trying
to design for. Leadership is exactly the same thing – building empathy for
the people that you’re entrusted to help.” ~ David Kelley, Founder of IDEO

Design Thinking is:

CollaborativeHuman Centered Experimental

Design Thinking begins
with deep empathy and

understanding the needs and
motivations of people.

Design Thinking greatly benefits
from the views of multiple
perspectives, and others’

creativity, bolstering your own.

Design Thinking gives you
permission to fail and to learn

from your mistakes, as you
continue to build on your ideas,

get feedback, and then try again.

If we want to make more of a difference for our learners,
framing our inquiry through the lens of the educational
research from the OECD's Nature of Learning document will
ensure we create the conditions for deeper learning and
foster a sense of agency for each learner.

How to Organize Your Questions
1. Begin appreciatively: begin with a question that

people are comfortable answering about what is
working well. This will build from the strengths of
where people are currently at.

2. Be aspirational: ask a deeper question about
the hopes and ambitions that they have for their
learners that are connected to deeper learning and
the pedagogical core.

3. 
4. Be experiential: ask what they are currently doing

around this frame and what they think their next
steps might be. 

5. Probe further: explore any interesting themes or
ideas that you picked up on during the conversation
in more depth. You usually get the most information
from follow up questions you ask to get at the heart
of what they are saying.

Assembling a team to design with, rather than for,
will encourage shared ownership of the process.

#1

Created by the Central Okanagan School District's Instructional Leadership Team

*SEE SAMPLES AT END OF
DOCUMENT
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  The Role of Educators The Role of Learners

The Environment and
the Use of Resources The Design of Curriculum 

The
Core

Teachers:
build strong relationships and foster a sense
of belonging
see themselves as learners, researchers,
documenters, and collaborators
make decisions based on current
educational research
model curiosity and deep thinking
make thinking visible
provide opportunities for students to explore
their passions and grow their competencies
build adaptive expertise 

Students:
contribute to creating a culture of belonging
for all
build their skills while actively exploring
relevant learning 
make their thinking visible
contribute to the collective knowledge of the
group
use their interests to guide learning
set goals, collect evidence, and reflect on
their progress to deepen learning
engage in feedback cycles with peers
see themselves as change makers
take on leadership roles

Environments are designed to:
enhance and personalize learning
support learner agency
create safety and comfort
include different learning spaces, including
nature and the community

Resources:
spark curiosity
go beyond texts and the internet to include:
experts, peers, images, videos, hands on
materials, thinking materials, nature,
community...
are accessible to students and students have
agency to use them to explore learning

The curriculum is designed to:
be personalized to meet learners where they
are at and help them grow
be connected to the interests and passions
of students
be competency driven and concept based
build toward big ideas 
connect subjects to each other and the world
have students explore meaningful questions
through inquiry based learning
include a wide repertoire of learning
approaches



Mapping
the Data

At this stage in the process
you and your

team will make meaning of
the data by reviewing what
each person or group was
saying and doing.  You will

use this information to
make plausible inferences

about what they are feeling
and thinking.

Infer What is Above the Line #4

Above the Line

Below the Line

#5

Focusing:
Finding Key

Patterns
With your team, look at everything that
the students, educators, and parents are
thinking and feeling.  Find patterns in the

data.

These patterns should capture the
essence of what they were thinking and
feeling and allow you to find a focus that

is conncected to your inquiry frame.

It might be helpful to find direct quotes
from what people said as evidence

for your patterns.

Scanning:
Conducting

Empathy
Conversations

Empathy is crucial to a human-
centered design process. When

you listen for understanding,
you can set aside your own

assumptions about the world in
order to gain insight into what
people are thinking and feeling.

In order to design for your users,
you must build empathy for who
they are and what is important to
them. Watching what people do
and how they interact with their

environment gives you clues
about what they think and feel.

Ask a Sample of
Students, Educators & Parents

1. Empathy Conversations: to truly
empathize, it is important to ask your
questions in person. This can be done one-
on-one or with small groups of people.

2. 
3. The key is to listen to the music behind the

words to truly understand the song they are
singing. 

4. 
5. Keep in mind: during the actual

conversation, let the person you are
speaking with lead you to what matters to
them. As you encourage them to tell their
stories, listen and record what they are
saying and doing.

6. 
7. Interviewing educators with their teaching

partner may increase psychological safety.
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Hunching
At this stage, you will use the

patterns you discovered (focus
areas) to make hunches about
what is truly happening for our
students within four elements

of the pedagogical core.

Prior to moving forward with new
learning and taking action, it is
important to first check your

hunches by using pedagogical
documentation.

Using pedagogical documentation
to look at learning in the
classroom together is an

important part of the collaborative
inquiry process between groups
of educators. To truly plan from
the voices of your students, you

must also use pedagogical
documentation on an ongoing
process as a part of your daily

planning.

Pedagogical
Documentation
When you document, as a part of
checking your hunches, you will

curate valuable information that will
guide next steps in your learning and

your students' learning.

When students' words, thoughts,
and questions are made visible, and

are used to build the collective
knowledge of the group, they feel

heard, valued, and in charge of their
own learning.

Documentation allows you to
understand the holistic and complex

story of learning, and when
educators use pedagogical

documentation as an ongoing part of
the instructional process, it amplifies

the learning of both teachers and
students.
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To learn more: see the visual
created by the Central Okanagan
Public School District's 
Instructional Leadership Team
http://bit.ly/PedagogicalDocume
ntationILT

Learn

Try

Listen

Learning
Were your hunches accurate?
What adjustments might you

make now that you better
understand the complex story of

learning in your learning
environments?

What learning will your team of
educators engage in that will

help you to deepen learning for
each of your students? How is

this area of learning connected to
the pedagogical core?

If we... then...
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Checking:
Teacher as
Researcher

Are we making enough of a
difference? How will we know? 

In order to check that what we are
doing is making a real difference for

students, we will need to consistently
check through the use of pedagogical

documentation and by asking
students these questions during the

learning process:

1 - What are you learning and why is
it important?

2 - How are you doing with your
learning?

3 - What are your next steps in
learning?
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This should not be
separate from the learning

1. Cyclical Learning: By listening to our
students' voices, we can allow their
questions, thoughts, and interests
guide the learning. We will know what
we need to continue to learn in order to
keep our students at the center of their
learning. 

Taking
Action

How will you bring an inquiring
mindset to your action research as

you embed your new learning
within day-to-day practice and

rigorously reflect on it in
collaboration with others?

With your learning team, how
will you build collective

knowledge together as you test
your hunches to transform

learning for students?
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"In order to transform learning, the most important cultural shift that must occur is the
creation of cultures in schools where both adults and children are seen as learners who
have deep agency and ownership over the learning that they do."

                                                                                                            ~Richardson and Dixon, 
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Conversation Guide: Educators

Positive Preface: We are looking forward to chatting with you so we can really
understand your strengths and what is important to you and your learners.
This will help us to get a greater understanding of what our school’s strengths
are and how we can build on them.

Question 1: What is going on in your classroom that you are genuinely proud
of and/or excited about? You can talk about something happening this year or
in years past.

Question 2: What are your hopes for the learners in your class this year?

Question 3: Tell me about a time when you were successful in designing
powerful learning for your students to make those hopes a reality? What did
that learning look like, feel like, and sound like?

Question 4: What do you think your next steps in learning might be as you
continue to try to make those hopes a reality?

Question 5: Is there anything else you want to tell me?
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SAMPLES OF QUESTIONS

Conversation Guide: Parents

Positive Preface: We are looking forward to chatting with you so we can really
understand what is important to you about your child’s learning. This will help
us to get a greater understanding of what our school’s strengths are and how
we can build on them.

Question 1: What is going on with your child’s learning that they are genuinely
excited about? You can talk about something happening this year or in years
past.

Question 2: What does success look like for your child now and in the future
when it comes to their learning? What are your hopes for your children?

Question 3: If we were to build on your ideas about success when it comes to
learning and your hopes for your children, what would you like to see more of?

Question 4: Is there anything else you want to tell me?



Conversation Guide: Students

Positive Preface: We are excited to talk with you so we can better understand
what is happening with your learning and how we continue to design
meaningful learning experiences for you.

Question 1: Can you name two people in your school who believe you will be a
success in life?

Question 2: What are you learning and why is it important?

Question 3: How is it going with your learning?

Question 4: What are your next steps with your learning?

Question 5: Is there anything else you want to tell me?
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SAMPLES OF QUESTIONS

Questions related to each of the
seven principles of learning

Learners at the centre
Is powerful learning being designed from the voices of the learners? 
Can learners answer the question, ‘Where are you going with your learning?’
Can they describe in their own words what they are learning - and why what they
are learning is important?
Can they use a range of ways to demonstrate their learning?
Can they self-manage independent learning times?
Are they able to set specific learning goals and construct their learning through
active exploration?

The social nature of learning
Do learners demonstrate the kinds of social and collaborative skills needed for
teamwork, citizenship and the workplace?

Emotions are central to learning
Can each learner name at least two adults in the setting who believe s/he will be a
success in life?
To what extent are learners able to monitor and manage their own emotions?

Recognising individual differences
Do learners feel their teachers know their individual strengths, interests and
passions?
Do they believe their teachers know and understand what they find difficult or
challenging?
Are the prior knowledge and cultural backgrounds that learners bring to the
setting respected, valued and utilised?

Stretching all students
Are learners, regardless of their age, able to contribute the the collective
knowledge building of their learning community? 
Are all learners experiencing demanding, engaging and challenging work without
excessive overload?

Assessment for learning
Can learners describe what quality work looks like – and how they are doing with
their own learning?
Are learners confident and comfortable in both giving and receiving feedback
with their peers, based on co-constructed criteria?

Building horizontal connections
Can learners see and understand the connections across content areas?
To what extent can learners connect with and learn from the broader environment
– and from members of their community?

AS YOU CHECK YOUR HUNCHES TO SEE IF
YOU'RE MAKING ENOUGH OF A DIFFERENCE

Timperley, Kaser, and Halbert  (2014)



PEDAGOGICAL CORE

How is the role of the educator, the role of the learners, the environment and
the use of resources and the way curriculum is designed shifting in order to put
learners at the center of their learning?

Consider the following:
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AS YOU CHECK YOUR HUNCHES TO SEE IF
YOU'RE MAKING ENOUGH OF A DIFFERENCE

"Increases in student learning occur only as a result of improvements made
within the pedagogical core." Harvard Graduate School of Education
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build their skills while actively exploring
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make their thinking visible
contribute to the collective knowledge of the
group
use their interests to guide learning
set goals, collect evidence, and reflect on
their progress to deepen learning
engage in feedback cycles with peers
see themselves as change makers
take on leadership roles

Environments are designed to:
enhance and personalize learning
support learner agency
create safety and comfort
include different learning spaces, including
nature and the community

Resources:
spark curiosity
go beyond texts and the internet to include:
experts, peers, images, videos, hands on
materials, thinking materials, nature,
community...
are accessible to students and students have
agency to use them to explore learning

The curriculum is designed to:
be personalized to meet learners where they
are at and help them grow
be connected to the interests and passions of
students
be competency driven and concept based
build toward big ideas 
connect subjects to each other and the world
have students explore meaningful questions
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