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“From kindergarten on, in 

ways big and small, students 

move from self-discovery 

to meaningful pursuit and 

purpose.”

Design Thinking by 
Accident and Design 
How One School Developed a Model for 
21st-Century Learning (and a Librarian 
and Technology Teacher Led 
the Way)

Just down the road a piece from Kath-
erine Delmar Burke School in San 

Francisco is one of the country’s premier 
think-tanks on design thinking. The Hasso 
Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford 
University (aka the d.school) promotes a 
powerful approach to problem-solving for 
innovators in a wide range of fields, from 
engineering to elementary education. Kin-
dergartners can use it, too.1
The approach may look familiar, with recommended stages not unlike some time-honored 
research models. In fact, design thinking offers fresh insights that emphasize observation, 
empathy, and openness, for example. Both by accident and design, Burke relied on design 
thinking to solve an urgent problem: how to prepare students to survive and ultimately 
thrive in the twenty-fi rst century. 

Burke began looking for solutions early in 2010. As the lower school librarian and the 
lower school technology teacher, we became the facilitators (more about that later). What 
emerged was not another list of so-called critical twenty-fi rst-century skills, touted out 
there in the educational ether. Instead, within a year, Burke developed a student-centered, 
mission-driven model that fi t our school, described what we already do, and set aspira-
tions for the future.

So here is the Burke story—a study in design thinking and school leadership. But fi rst, 
let’s look at the model that is helping to solve our initial problem.

the burke modeL

Burke is an independent K–8 school with a clear mission: to educate, encourage, and em-
power girls.2 To help fulfi ll its mission, the school designed and adopted “How We Learn: 

A Model for the 21st Century.” The model 
is both a synthesis of old ideas and a new 
creation. 

Traditional academic pursuit remains 
important at Burke. But in its four build-
ing blocks and four bridges, our model 
suggests further layers of twenty-fi rst-
century learning. These layers speak to 
the life skills deemed essential to meet 
diverse challenge, now and in the future. 
Our highly visual, one-page model is eas-
ily accessible. That said, a narrative de-
scription explains both its inner workings 
and its rationale.

Center

A student is at the core of the Burke model, 
with two primary questions: Who am I as a 
learner? How do I apply what I know about 
myself as a learner? From kindergarten on, 
in ways big and small, students move from 
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Design thinking is a structured 
process in which students, working in 
teams, learn to fl exibly shift among 
critical and creative thinking strate-
gies  to solve authentic problems in any 
discipline.  Read more about David Kel-
ley and the d.school at Stanford here: 
http://alumni.stanford.edu/get/page/
magazine/article/?article_id=28380 
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self-discovery to meaningful pursuit and 
purpose.

The next ring enumerates two precondi-
tions for optimal learning. A major school 
initiative, wellness refers to Burke’s com-
mitment to the physical, mental, social, 
and emotional well-being of students. The 
growth mindset refers to ideas set out in 
Mindset: The New Psychology of Success—
How We Can Learn to Fulfill Our Potential 
by Carol S. Dweck. Her premise is that we 
can learn from mistakes and that “everyone 
can grow and change through application 
and experience.”3 

The outer ring summarizes Burke’s pro-
gram—the institutional commitment to de-
velop multiple intelligences, based on the 
work of Howard Gardner; multiple per-
spectives to honor diverse experiences and 
ideas within and beyond the school com-
munity; and multiple disciplines, covering 

content, skills, and understandings in vari-
ous subject areas. 

This outer ring represents the educate 
part of the school’s mission.

Building Blocks and Bridges

Four building blocks and four bridges place 
key life skills in context.

The left side of the model spotlights the 
learning community, with personal explo-
ration and collaboration (in other words, 
how independently and in concert students 
undertake to learn). The former encom-
passes the qualities, self-awareness, and 
metacognition needed to fully develop as an 
individual learner. The latter encompasses 
the many skills needed to fully participate 
in group work. Connecting individual and 
collective effort are two bridges: ethics and 
empathy. Together these bridges remind us 

that moral behavior and compassion are 
essential in a learning community.

The right side of the model spotlights 
the learning process, with play and design 
thinking (in other words, how students 
learn in seemingly incongruent ways). The 
former underscores the value of free activ-
ity as requisite for learning. The latter re-
fers to a methodical approach, useful for 
many different needs. Connecting play and 
design thinking are two bridges: risk-tak-
ing and problem-solving. Together these 
bridges remind us that a robust, can-do at-
titude is essential to the learning process.

Our four building blocks and four 
bridges represent the encourage part of the 
school’s mission.

Purpose

The model’s building blocks and bridges 
each have unique merit, but their impact is 
amplified when taken together and applied 
toward a specific purpose, whether for per-
sonal satisfaction or the common good. An 
arrow connects the student at the center of 
our model, with a circle of possible applica-
tions at the bottom: expression, innovation, 
citizenship, or appreciation, for example. 

The purpose circle speaks to the em-
power part of the school’s mission.

design thinking

Design thinking is a building block in 
Burke’s model on twenty-first-century 
learning. Truth be told, as facilitators, we 
did not consciously rely on such a method-
ical approach, as we tried to identify those 
life skills that students can carry forth into 
a world of change. At times, we simply felt 
our way around. That said, as we reflect on 
how our model was developed, it is clear: 
design thinking shaped the work. 

Some define design thinking as a meth-
odology for innovators, fueled by a deep 
understanding of what people want or 
need in their lives.4 As already mentioned, 
empathy, observation, and openness are 
hallmarks. In addition, many other words 
are ascribed to design thinking: optimistic, 
constructive, experiential, and human cen-
tered.5 Some talk about outside-of-the-box 

eighth-grade civiL  
rights unit

This year eighth-grade history students 
explored three stages of the civil rights 
movement: its roots, pivotal events, and 
long struggle. Clusters of six to eight 
students were given readings and focus 
questions and then asked to share what 
they learned with peers. One cluster chose 
to use a multimedia approach, combin-
ing a simulated historical debate, poetry 
readings, archival photos, and an origi-
nal dance in one seamless video. Burke’s 
model for twenty-first-century learning 
contributed to both a thoughtful and 

thought-provoking process and product. 
Relying on collaboration, students as-
sumed needed roles and responsibilities, 
communicated their ideas, came to agree-
ments, and engaged in peer review. The 
clusters wrestled with ethics: What is our 
intent? What impact do we want to have 
on the audience? In addition, the groups 
demonstrated and engendered empathy, 
imagining how Jim Crow shaped lives 
and self-perception. The layers of learn-
ing were deep and hopefully enduring.

—Howard McCoy, seventh and eighth 
grade history teacher

Using a flip camera, an eighth grader 
films a simulated debate between 
Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. 
DuBois.

Students find poems by Langston 
Hughes to recite for their video.
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thinking; others proffer the idea that design 
thinking does not prescribe either an intui-
tive or analytical approach alone but rather 
a third way that integrates both.6

The d.school sets forth terms to describe 
its approach.7 For our model, we elected to 
use terms that best fit our own K–8 land-
scape. We also use those same terms to 
trace the development of the model itself, 
knowing full well that our work was not 
always neat and linear but rather messy 
and circular. For clarity of discussion, we 
have further divided the terms into three 
“overlapping spaces” associated with the 
design-thinking process: inspiration, ide-
ation, and implementation.8

Inspiration

Understand need. In January 2010, our 
then head of school brought Burke into 
that national conversation about critical 
skills needed for the future. She led a fac-
ulty meeting around “Demonstrations of 
Learning for 21st Century Schools,” a jour-
nal article by Pat Bassett.9 Her instructions 
were simply “Read and discuss.” And for 
an hour, that is what we all did. But would 
that discussion turn out to be a one-off? It 
did not, and here’s why.

Envision a solution. Months went by 
with no formal follow-up. But as the lower 
school librarian and lower school technology 
teacher, we asked ourselves: How could we 
help move from discussion to deep conver-
sation to action? We were interested in the 
six critical skills set forth in Bassett’s article, 
but might there be something more to offer 
students? In May 2010, we asked our head to 
form a think-tank of two—us! Could we use 
Bassett’s article as a catalyst for further think-
ing? The answer was a resounding “Yes!”  

Research what’s known. Throughout 
that summer, the two of us read books and 
articles by such thinkers as Daniel Pink, 
John Seely Brown, Stuart Brown, and Tony 
Wagner. We then looked at the work of 
different commissions and attended con-
ferences on twenty-first-century learning. 
As a librarian and a technology teacher, 
we also looked at the thoughtful work of 
our professional organizations, the Interna-
tional Society for Technology in Education 

(ISTE) and American Association of School 
Librarians (AASL). Instead of direct obser-
vation, we drew on our extensive knowl-
edge of kids and curriculum (a combined 
total of over sixty years in elementary edu-
cation). We took into account child devel-
opment, the all-girls environment, and the 
demands of a world in flux.

Ideation

Brainstorm. From our research, we gener-
ated a list of over fifty critical skills—sym-
phony, self-discipline, networking, and 
joy, to name a few. We kept open minds, 
continually adding to the list. We also kept 
students front and center in our think-
ing. Which skills were most important for 
them? Could some sort of context help? 
With so many concepts and questions, we 
were in search of meaning.

Synthesize. In search of meaning, we 
played with the growing list of critical 
skills. Could we find some shape? How 
about pairing some of the skills, for ex-
ample, communication and expression or 
openness and critical thinking? Or how 
about a mission-driven approach with 
skills grouped around the words educate, 
encourage, and empower? Neither scheme 
panned out. And that is when collaboration 
came to the rescue. 

Prototype. In fall 2010, the head of 
school created a twenty-first-century 
skills committee to further our preliminary 
work. We were named facilitators. Right 
off, committee members used Post-its to 
prioritize, group, arrange, and rearrange 
over fifty skills. From that collaborative 
effort emerged the key skills deemed most 
important for our students. As facilitators, 
we took those skills back to the drawing 
board and came up with the basic design 
used today. In short order, we had created a 
one-page prototype to represent our priori-
ties—we were ready for the trial run. 

Implementation

Test. The committee unveiled the prototype 
at a faculty meeting in January 2011. We 
paired our prototype with a video of the 
lower school art teacher, explaining how a 

landscape painting unit allowed fourth 
graders experience with the building blocks 
and bridges of our model. The project 
clearly incorporated layers of twenty-first-
century learning, and the unit proved a 
successful test of the prototype. The video 

third-grade invention 
convention

For the annual Invention Convention, 
third graders were charged with invent-
ing a solution to an everyday problem. 
In science they used the design process, 
developed at the d.school, to transform 
their ideas into prototypes that were 
shared with the community. This proj-
ect advances Burke’s model on twenty-
first-century learning. Of course, stu-
dents practiced problem-solving and 
risk-taking, but there was more go-
ing on. Students drew on empathy to 
identify what people really needed—for 
example, how to feed pets or stay or-
ganized. Tinkering was a major focus 
since students must play with differ-
ent materials to see what works. They 
also developed resilience. Early proto-
types often failed and needed revision. 
Finally, the project involved different 
kinds of communication, from giv-
ing peer feedback to presenting at the 
Invention Convention. Students felt 
strong ownership because they were 
empowered to make decisions all along 
the way.

—Elizabeth McDonald,  
lower school science teacher

Having read a biography of a famous 
inventor as a Library assignment, 
two third graders reflect on their 
own experiences with the Invention 
Convention.
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showed teachers how theory could so easily 
manifest itself in practice, and later many 
other teachers put their own units to the 
test. But could the prototype be improved?

Get feedback. We looked to different 
constituencies for evaluation. Faculty re-
sponded negatively to the look of the origi-
nal prototype. Goodbye arrows, and hello 
stick fi gures that speak to our student-cen-
tered approach. (Two fourth graders created 
the art.) Using Powerpoint, we also shared 
the evolving prototype with parents and 
the board of trustees. Teachers spoke to up-
per school students as well. Feedback led 
to many improvements. For example, one 
board member asked about a student ver-
sion. Done! Much later another asked for 
more emphasis on purpose, thus the arrow. 
But what to call our evolving prototype?

Revise. By August 2012, the committee 
could say, “Mission accomplished!” We had 
a substantially improved the prototype. Its 
work done, the committee took up one last 
agenda item: a name for our handiwork. 

The committee came to easy agreement. 
Our prototype would henceforth be called 
“How We Learn: A Model for the 21st Cen-
tury.” Perfect! The prototype was not sim-
ply a list of skills but rather a powerful ap-
proach to learning, broadly applicable and 
transferrable—truly a whole greater than 
the sum of its parts! 

Other Considerations 

At fi rst, talk of twenty-fi rst-century “skills” 
generated different reactions. After that 
very fi rst faculty discussion on the sub-
ject, some teachers were heard to mutter 
the following: same-old, same-old; been 
there, done that; fl avor of the month. Oth-
ers enthused about innovation and change. 
It took some strategic work to help faculty 
discover the model’s potential. Today most 
teachers embrace the model as a tool to 
deepen both learning and teaching.

Since 2008, we have had three heads 
of school. The model for twenty-fi rst-

century learning not only survived these 
major transitions but actually gained 
support and momentum, truly a testa-
ment to the school’s strength as an in-
stitution and the model’s power as an 
educational tool.

review: Past, Present, and 
future

That’s the model—its workings, rationale, 
and genesis through the design thinking. 
Refl ection has always informed our work, 
so let’s take a look at progress and success.  

Where We Have Been

While the committee worked on the faculty 
level, the board embarked on a mission re-
view. As the  facilitators, we were invited 
to participate in that process. Thus the 
model served as foundation for the revised 
mission statement, adopted in June 2011. 
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Such philosophical resonance strengthens 
program and practice.

Where We Are

Our model describes so much of what hap-
pens at Burke every day in every discipline—
science, art, music, PE, library, and technol-
ogy, plus other core subjects. By intent or 
old-fashioned intuition, teachers already 
incorporate layers of twenty-fi rst-century 
learning into curriculum—kindergartners 
studying bones or third graders creating 
their own inventions or eighth graders re-
porting on the civil rights movement.

That said, the school is in the process of 
promoting innovation as a mindset, thus 
plans for well-fi tted fabrication spaces are 
moving forward. The idea is that girls need 
to tinker too. The “fab lab” environment 
will provide abundant opportunities for 
more twenty-fi rst-century learning. 

Where We Are Going

Beyond a description of what we already 
do, our model is meant to illustrate what 
we aspire to. In terms of student learning, 
we aspire to make the pivotal paradigm 
shift from teaching to learning. How can 
we further empower students? In terms of 
teaching, we aspire to use the model as a 
tool. As an astute board member observed, 
the model can be used for both planning 
and assessment. How can we be more ef-
fective teachers?

At the board level, a strategic initiatives 
subcommittee is working on an “outcome” 
statement on twenty-fi rst-century learn-
ing. That statement will underscore the 
board’s commitment and set institutional 
expectations for performance. 

Also at the board level, there is a push 
for accountability. Does Burke do what it 
says it does? How can we substantiate our 
claims? Board and faculty alike are trying to 
fi gure out how to gather and analyze mean-
ingful data, both quantitative and qualita-
tive. How does the school help students 
assess their own development as learners? 
How do teachers assess individual student 
learning vis à vis the model? Finally, how 
does the board assess the institution’s de-

livery of twenty-fi rst-century learning? In 
answering these questions, Burke will itself 
continue to innovate and improve.

agents of change

As already described, the development of 
Burke’s model is a study in design think-
ing. It is also a study in leadership. Way 
back in 2010, our head of school asked the 
faculty to envision what students would 
need to negotiate and shape their world. 
As the lower school librarian and lower 
school technology teacher, we wanted to 
explore possibilities, and happily a robust 
grassroots movement grew up.

In developing Burke’s model for 
twenty-fi rst-century learning, we explored 
the changing educational landscape and 
our own changing roles as faculty mem-
bers. As the librarian and the technology 
teacher, we still curate collections of books 
and media; we still participate in curricu-
lum design and development; and we still 
teach every lower school student, every 
week. But in our work around twenty-fi rst-
century learning, we have acted as cata-
lysts for institutional change, privileged 
to be part of a solution, privileged to help 
Burke move forward boldly and wisely. 
As educator Debbie Abilock suggests in 
her book Growing Schools: Librarians as 
Professional Developers, librarians (and 
technology teachers too) can help schools 
grow.10 We are agents of change.
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