
Design thinking: new
way to spark potential
Tim Dodd

As the evidence rolls in that Australia's
best school students are underper-
forming, NSW independent schools
have launched a "design thinking" pro-
ject to find a solution.

Since late last year teachers from 15
schools have been gathering in work-
shops to look at the data and let the
ideas flow - called "ideation" in design-
thinking jargon - to find answers.

The project, initiated by the Associ-
ation of Independent Schools of NSW,
follows hard evidence from the OECD's
Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA) that the proportion
of high-performing students in Austra-
lian high schools is falling.

Between 2003 and 2012 the propor-
tion of Australian 15-year-olds with the
top level of maths proficiency in the
PISA test fell from 20 to 15 per cent.

Kate Bertram, principal of the Illa-
warra Christian School, one of the 15
that have joined the project so far, said
her school needed to pay more atten-
tion to the higher potential students.

"We have been doing a marvellous
job with the bottom 40 per cent, but we
found we didn't give the top 60 per cent

the same significant growth," she said.
Ms Bertram said that, in the work-

shops with other schools, teachers had
followed up the ideation with the next
phase of the design-thinking approach:
prototyping solutions. She said one idea
being followed up was a mentoring pro-
gram for students and parents on what
it takes to release high potential.

While the schools in the first group
of 15 include exclusive private schools
such as Abbotsleigh, Knox and St Cath-
erine's, it also includes low-fee schools
such as Illawarra Christian School, two
public schools in Sydney's west -
Campbelltown Performing Arts High
School and Hilltop Road Public School
- and a Catholic systemic school, Our
Lady of Good Counsel in Forestville.

This group shares what they are
doing with a larger group of 60 schools
in a community of engagement, and a
wider group of several hundred
schools are kept informed via a com-
munity of interested people.

The workshops last for 18 months
and then the schools carry on with the
project for another 18 months, continu-
ing to test prototype solutions and
improving them - which is a key fea-

ture of the design-thinking. Two more
15-school groups will be formed later
this year to repeat the process and the
solutions, which are found to work, will
be published so all schools can benefit

AISNSW public affairs director Mal-
colm Hunt says that public and catholic
schools-were included because it was
addressing a problem faced by all
schools. "We can all learn from each
other," he said.

The project is being run in conjunc-
tion with UK not-for-profit consulting
group, the Innovation Unit. In a report,
the unit found that Australian school-
ing is lagging in innovation compared
to China, Hong Kong, Singapore and
the US. It said Australia needed to
inject "creativity and innovation" into
its school system.

"Too often traditional schooling
models remain unchanged and
increasingly out-dated," the report said.
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The "design thinking" project is being run in conjunction with UK consulting group, the Innovation Unit, PHOTO: ADAM MCLEAN
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