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Facilitating the Shift From Teacher Centred 
to Student Centred University Teaching:
Design Thinking and the Power of Empathy
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ABSTRACT

Designthinkingisgainingmomentumacrossthemanyfieldsofhumanendeavour,
includingeducation.Itsuseineducationispredominantlytoshapelearningactivities
undertakenbystudentswiththeaimofnurturingthegrowthofdesirable21stcentury
capabilitiesinstudents.Thereisrelativelylessattentiongiventotheapplicationof
designthinkingasaprocessforeducatorstoengageinwiththeaimofdeveloping
curriculumandteachingpracticesthatarecharacteristicallystudentcentred.Inthe
presentarticle, theauthorbrings to the fore thesuitabilityofdesign thinkingasa
processwiththepotentialtofurtherprovokethenecessaryshiftinuniversityteaching
fromteachercentred,instructiveapproachestowardsthemoredesirableconstructivist,
andstudentcentredapproaches.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Overcomingtheinertiaofthelong-standingtraditionofteachercentredinstructive
paradigms in university teaching is not easily, nor quickly, achieved. Despite the
arrivalof technology, the teachingapproaches inuniversitieshavenotchangedall
thatmuchfromwhatweweredoinga1000yearsago(Goodyear,2015).Somedegree
ofprogresshasbeenmade towardsembeddingstudentcentreduniversity teaching
approaches through an almost ‘brute force’ method with numerous professional
developmentactivitiesalongsideinstitutionalencouragement(orrequirement)totake
upstudent-centredapproachessuchasactivelearningandflippedclassrooms.But,the
implementationofsuchstudentcentredstrategieswithintheoverallcurriculumtends
tobepiecemeal,nottrulypermeatingthelearningexperience.Hence,despitesome
isolatedinstancesofstudentcentredstrategieswithinauniversityteachers’practice,
thenatureof their teachingpracticeremainsdominatedbyinstructivistrather than
studentcentredapproaches.Whatisneededisaprocessormindsettoshapecurriculum
planningandteachingpracticesothatitischaracteristicallystudent-centred.

Oneofthefactorscontributingtothestubborndominanceofinstructivistteaching
practice in universities is that faculty are primarily discipline experts with strong
content knowledge. Faculty often lack the base understanding of learning theory
(especially constructivism and socio-constructivism) or pedagogical knowledge
(Auerbach&Andrews,2018),which is required todeliberately and fully embrace
student centred learning strategies to the point that their teaching practice can be
characterisedastrulystudentcentred.Furthermore,bringingaboutchangeinteaching
practiceisnotoriouslydifficult,mostlybecausechangingteachingpracticeinvolves
thechangingofdeep-seatedbeliefsandvaluesheldaboutthenatureofteachingand
learning.The‘change’onlybecomesapossibilitythroughanongoing,iterativeand
cyclicprocessofreflection,ideation,experimentation,andevaluation–aprocessnot
dissimilartowhatisrequiredindesignprocesses.

Theideaofdesigncrossingoverintoteachingandeducationisnotnovel.Diana
Laurillard(1993)putsforwardtheviewofteachingasdesignscience.Teachers,says
Laurillard,maynotbeabletofullymatch“themethodologicalrigorofaresearchteam,
butnonethelesstherearesufficientparallelswithwhatthe‘teachingprofessionaldoes’
tomakedesignthinkingausefulapproach(p.7).Aviewsupportedmorerecentlyby
otherssuchasGoodyear(2015)whoalsoadvocatesfortheviewofteachingasdesign.

Another junctionpointbetweendesignandeducationisdesignbasedresearch.
Designbased researchdrawsonprinciples frombothdesignandengineering, it is
highlyiterativeandentailstheimplementationofclassroomintervention,followed
byasystematicstudyoftheinterventioninsitu(Henriksen,Gretter,&Richardson,
2018).Designbasedresearchisbasedonthepremisethatinitialdesignsare“rarely,if
everdesignedandimplementedperfectly;thusthereisalwaysroomforimprovements
inthedesignandsubsequentevaluation…itisdifficulttoknowwhen(orifever)the
researchprogramiscompleted”(Anderson&Shattuck,2012,p.17).
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