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Day 4

Reimagining Projects: A 
design thinking template 
for engaged teen learning

Mike Rowley

Macmillan Education Author, Content Creator, 
Teacher and Consultant

•Twenty years dedicated to language instruction and 
examination.

•Author for Macmillan Education Mexico, Brazil and 
Global .

•Educational consultant. 
•Corporate communications expert.
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How and Where it Fits into your Course

Have you tried PBL?
How will the learners benefit?
What challenges does it bring?

The challenges
•Preparation

•Control

•Purpose

•Language learning

•Structure

Credit: Photo by Christina Morillo: https://www.pexels.com/photo/man-standing-infront-of-white-board-1181345/ 

Enter Design Thinking

What Design Thinking Isn’t…

1. It’s Not Unstructured

• A "Throwing Noodles at the Wall" Approach

• Unfiltered Brainstorming

• A Linear Checklist

2. It’s Not Just "Aesthetics"

• Surface-Level Styling

• Exclusively for "Creatives"

• Subjective Opinion

3. It’s Not "The Easy Way"

• A Shortcut to the Solution

• Guesswork

• Risk-Averse

Sources: Brown, T. (2008). Design Thinking. Harvard Business Review, 86(6), 84–92.

Buchanan, R. (1992). Wicked Problems in Design Thinking. Design Issues, 8(2), 5–21.

"We spend a lot of time designing the bridge, 
but not enough time thinking about the 
people who are crossing it.”

— Dr. Prabhjot Singh, Director of Systems Design at the Earth Institute
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Source: https://digitalleadership.com/blog/design-thinking/

Transforming your PBL

Project Day

- Explain on WB the aim

- Make groups

- Hand out materials

- Get started!

- Monitor and help

- Have students present their 

projects

Credit: Photo by Startup Stock Photos: https://www.pexels.com/photo/man-wearing-black-and-white-stripe-shirt-looking-at-white-printer-papers-on-the-wall-212286/

Transforming your PBL

Project Based Learning

- Empathise: Put class in groups 

of 4. Put key questions on Wb. 

Have them answer those Qs in their 

groups. Share ideas as class.

- Define: Have them identify the 

key issue. Share with class. Share 

ideas.

- Ideate: Put challenge on WB. 

Have them research, then 

brainstorm solutions. Stress there 

are no silly ideas. Have debate 

sessions with contructive 

feedback.

- Prototype: Have them create the 

idea they have selected. Encourage 

critical thinking and life skills.

- Test: Switch teams and present. 

Contructive feedback.

- Repeat the cycle.

- Reflect.

Questions to ask

-How can I extract 100% from 

the materials

-What are the steps we can 

follow?

-Is there a circle to the 

process?

-Is there opportunity for 

critical thinking?

-Is there opportunity for 

different learning types?

-Is there opportunity for 

UDL?

A closer look….

A closer look…. In the classroom
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In the classroom In the classroom

In the classroom In the classroom

Active Learning: Bring PBL/DT to life!

• Have students produce then predict and check their ideas.

• Listen to video first, guess what it’s about and then watch it.

• Recreate the video

• Giant brainstorm on WB with teams coming up and writing ideas to each question

• Encourage communication skills (feedback, listening, positive language) 

• The "Speed Presentation" Peer Review

• "The Shadow" Observation before they start building, have students go "into the wild”.

• Ask teams to come up with the worst, most dangerous, or most expensive solution to the problem.

• 10 minutes to build a prototype of their idea using random materials (LEGOs, paper, tape) but they 
are not allowed to speak while building.

• Tell the students: "Imagine it is six months from now and your project has completely failed. Why did 
it happen?"

Template

EMPATHISE
Who is this for?

Who are we 
designing this for?

What do they 
need/feel?

Language 
support:

Our user is…
They struggle 

with…

DEFINE
The real problem?
What is the main 

problem?
Why is it 

important?
Language 
support:

The problem is…
This is difficult 

because…

IDEATE
What could we 

do?
What ideas can 

solve this 
problem?

Which idea is 
best?

Language 
support:

One idea is…
Another 

possibility is…

PROTOTYPE
What’ll it look 

like?
What are we 

creating?
Tools / 

materials?Langua
ge support:

Our prototype is…
It will include…

TEST
Does it work?

What feedback 
did we get?

Can we improve?
Language 
support:

People liked…
They suggested…
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Thank you!

Mike Rowley
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