
17 | P a g e  
 

 
The design process of university teachers: A descriptive model 
 

Shirley Agostinho  
Faculty of Social Sciences 
University of Wollongong 
 

Sue Bennett 
Faculty of Social Sciences 
University of Wollongong  

Lori Lockyer 
Graduate Research School 
University of Technology 
Sydney 

This poster presents a teacher design process model. The model is empirically derived from 
research that investigated the design work of Australia university teachers. The dataset comprised 
detailed interviews from 30 teachers from 16 Australian universities about how they undertook 
their design work when designing new units and/or redesigning existing units. The findings 
characterise the design process as a top-down, breadth-first approach, which is iterative, and is 
conducted SULRU��GXULQJ�DQG�DIWHU�D�XQLW¶V�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ� The significance of this model is that it 
illustrates a process that has been under-researched and thus provides important insights into how 
university teachers could be better supported in their design work. Implications from this work are 
discussed and ideas for future research are presented.  
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Introduction  
 
Educational design LV�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�DVSHFW�RI�D�XQLYHUVLW\�HGXFDWRU¶V�UROH.  Yet, not much is known about the 
process university teachers undertake to design learning experiences for their students. Given that quality 
teaching is a strategic objective for most universities, it is important to better understand how teachers conduct 
their design work so that they can be appropriately supported (see Lockyer, Agostinho, & Bennett, 2016 for a 
detailed account of support initiatives). This poster presents the results of one component of a large-scale 
Australian-funded research study that investigated teacher design practices (see Bennett, Agostinho, & Lockyer, 
2016a for a detailed explanation of the research project). The results show the process university teachers follow 
when they design new units/subjects and/or re-design existing units.  
 
Method 
 
Data collection comprised semi-structured interviews of 50-90 minutes in length with 30 university teachers 
IURP����RI�$XVWUDOLD¶V����XQLYHUVLWLHV��3DUWLFLSDQWV�ZHUH�UHFUXLWHG�WKURXJK�PDLOLQJ�OLVWV�RI�NH\�$XVWUDOLDQ�
professional academics bodies and purposively sampled based on the following criteria: i. discipline, ii. years of 
higher education teaching experience, iii. student year level(s) taught, iv. years of online teaching experience, 
and v. no overlap in discipline from within same institution with less than four participants from a single 
institution. Participants were asked a range of questions about their teaching context, approaches to teaching, 
what influences their design practices and what supports they use. They were probed to recall details about their 
recent design experiences such as the design of a new unit and/or the redesign of an existing unit. An inductive 
DQDO\VLV�IUDPHZRUN�ZDV�GHYLVHG�WR�GHYHORS�FRGHV�DQG�VXPPDU\�WDEOHV�ZHUH�GHYHORSHG�WR�FRPSDUH�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�
design process accounts and thus identify patterns (see Bennett, Agostinho, & Lockyer, 2016b for a detailed 
data collection and analysis explanation). 
 
Results 
 
Three key themes surfaced from the data: 
� $�WHDFKHU¶V starting point depended on the focus of the design problem 
� Design involved considering a unit holistically (breadth-first approach) then working on the specifics 
� Design was an iterative process that occurred before, during, DQG�DIWHU�D�XQLW¶V�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ 
 
The poster will visually present a design process model that depicts the above themes according to the following 
three design scenarios that emerged from our study (see Bennett et al, 2016b for a detailed account of results). 
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Scenario 1 - Designing a new unit: Teachers firstly consider the holistic conceptualisation of the unit, ie., the 
intended learning outcomes, the content to be included, and the student activities and assessment tasks. Learning 
outcomes or content is considered first depending on the design problem. Once this unit framework is 
established, the detail of the unit is then developed, such as elaborating the assessment tasks, scheduling 
assessment due dates, determining specific content topics and resources to include, and detailing specific student 
activities. During this process, teachers think about the specific aspects of the unit in relation to the unit 
framework, iteratively checking and adjusting to ensure that all the components align. 
 
Scenario 2 - Redesigning a unit not previously taught: When teaching an existing unit not taught before, a 
teacher conducts a familiarisation process whereby he/she seeks to understand the unit framework and specific 
aspects of the unit. Adjustments to the unit framework and/or modifications to specific aspects of the unit may 
be made, whilst iteratively checking and adjusting to ensure the components of the unit align.  
 
Scenario 3 - Redesigning a unit previously taught: When teaching an existing unit previously taught, the 
common starting point is to modify or tweak the existing unit by making small-scale changes that have been 
identified by the teacher and/or arise from student feedback. Changes to the unit framework may be made if a 
significant problem has been detected and/or the alignment is problematic.  
 
Most of a WHDFKHU¶V�GHVLJQ�ZRUN�RFFXUV�SULRU�WR�WKH�FRPPencement of a teaching session. But as teaching 
proceeds, student learning behaviours may prompt the teacher to make adaptive changes to the design. A teacher 
may also leave some of the unit detail unfinished until after the semester has begun. Depending on the success 
of unit implementation, the teacher may reflect on the unit framework and specific details to identify future 
changes, feeding into another cycle of redesign. This usually occurs after the teaching session is complete, 
DOWKRXJK�WHDFKHUV�PD\�PDNH�DGDSWLYH�FKDQJHV�µRQ-the-IO\¶�GXULQJ�D�VHssion and may document their ideas for 
changes in anticipation of the subsequent cohort. 
 
Discussion 
 
The significance of our research is that it provides empirical insights into an existing practice that whilst may 
seem anecdotally familiar, has been under-researched. These findings are important because they offer insights 
into how teachers could be further supported in their design work as many support initiatives have been based 
on anecdotal assumptions of how teachers design (see Lockyer, et al, 2016 for a more in-depth discussion). 
Whilst it is premature to speculate on the kind of design support tools that would be beneficial, one feature 
emergent from our research is the provision of flexibility. That is, a design support tool should enable a teacher 
to create their unit framework and iteratively add detail to the design in a non-linear way, and document the 
design in some way to aid eaV\�DFFHVV�FULWLTXH�UHYLHZ�GXULQJ�DQG�DIWHU�D�XQLW¶V�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�� 
 
$QRWKHU�LPSRUWDQW�ILQGLQJ�IURP�RXU�UHVHDUFK�LV�WKDW�RXU�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�GHVLJQ�SURFHVVHV�VKRZ�VLPLODULWLHV�WR�
design work conducted in other disciplines. The design literature characterises the design thinking process as 
VWDUWLQJ�IURP�³DEVWUDFW�VSHFLILFDWLRQV´��5D]]RXN�	�6KXWH��������S�������ZKHUH�D�GHVLJQHU�WKHQ�IROORZV�D�QRQ-
OLQHDU�³IRUZDUG��EUHDNLQJ�GRZQ��DQG�EDFNZDUG��YDOLGDWLQJ��UHDVRQLQJ�VWUDWHJ\´��S�������WR�GHYLVH�D�VROXtion. 
This is synonymous to the process depicted in Scenarios 1 and 2. Furthermore, Scenario 1 illustrates a top-
down, breadth-first approach; an approach exhibited by expert design thinkers (Razzouk & Shute, 2012). Our 
participants, however, did not explicitly reference any design models in guiding their design process. Nor did 
WKH\�WDON�DERXW�WKHLU�GHVLJQ�ZRUN�LQ�µGHVLJQ�VSHDN¶��7KH�VLJQLILFDQFH�RI�FRQFHSWXDOLVLQJ�WKH�GHVLJQ�SURFHVV�RI�
XQLYHUVLW\�WHDFKHUV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�EURDGHU�ILHOG�RI�µGHVLJQ¶�JLYH�XV�VFRSH to further examine how teachers identify, 
understand, and articulate their design problem and what problem-solving strategies they employ to craft a 
solution. This may give us further insights into how teachers can be better supported in their design work. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Whilst our findings make a substantial contribution to a thin evidence base about university teacher design, we 
have only scratched the surface in our investigation of teacher design practices. Much more needs to be 
explored. Ideas for future research include examining: design processes of expert and novice teachers to identify 
similarities and differences; if different types of designs result from different design processes; and investigating 
the relationship between the design process and the design outcome, and how that influences student learning. 
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