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xiii

PREFACE

An idiom in higher education is that change is slow. In many ways, 
higher education looks very much as it did almost 2,000 years ago. 
  A painting of a class at the University of Bologna, one of the first 

institutions of higher education founded in 1088, depicts a scene that mirrors 
one that could be found in any present-day college classroom. The instructor 
is on a stage lecturing to students—the infamous sage on a stage. Two students 
are sleeping. Two pairs of students are talking. One is looking onto the notes 
of the person next to them. The only things missing are electronic devices. 
While inventions such as online learning have changed higher education and 
the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated widespread usage of remote teach-
ing, college has remained relatively static in almost two millennia. 

Major criticisms of higher education include the fact that university 
does not produce graduates with the skills that employers need (Andreas, 
2018; NACE, 2018), that college is not worth the financial investment  
(Pearlstein, 2018), or that it does not meet the needs of 21st-century society 
(Wyman, 2018). Critics have also noted that learning in college does not 
seem to be a priority (Polumbo, 2018) and administrators cannot demon-
strate what students have learned (Arum & Roksa, 2011; Marcus, 2018).  
To prepare university graduates to address global problems that do not yet 
exist, higher education cannot remain stagnant for another 2,000 years. 
Rather, higher education must innovate. Colleges and universities must not 
only  innovate their operations but also their organizational structures. Design 
thinking constitutes one approach to innovation which also cultivates skills 
and  competencies in students to be critical thinkers.

This is the context that provides the foundation for our own experiences 
with design thinking. Each of our journeys is different and thus the perspec-
tives we have on design thinking vary. 

Julia Allworth

To me, design thinking happens in practice. I am a practitioner of design 
thinking, learning as I go. My undergraduate work at Western University 
in Ontario, Canada focused on psychology. I have always been fascinated 
by people, organizations, and how change happens. I am also a single mom 
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xiv  PREFACE

of twins who due to their premature birth have many learning differences, 
so I am passionate about universal design and how design thinking can 
be used to create solutions that benefit people whose needs are considered 
different. After many years of working in various leadership roles in both 
private and public sector education starting with K–12 and later in higher 
education, I returned to school and completed an MBA from the University 
of Fredericton, seeking to understand how innovation and systems change 
could be operationalized in higher education.

While leading the Employer Recruitment and Engagement team at the 
University of Toronto’s Career Centre, I could often see that students did not 
feel fully prepared for their life beyond university. I thought a lot about how 
students and the world were rapidly changing, and how institutions of higher 
education needed to change with them. I took courses in strategy and inno-
vation in business school around this time and thought deeply about how 
institutions of higher education are so different from the corporate world. 
Decisions are made differently and people work together differently. Still, 
I continued to think that change was needed and possible, and I was driven 
to discover how real and meaningful change could happen in a large, decen-
tralized institution like the University of Toronto. 

In 2016 I was given the opportunity to launch a new initiative: The 
Innovation Hub at the University of Toronto. Inspired by the book, Leading 
Innovation and Change: A Guide for Chief Student Affairs Officers on Shaping 
the Future (Smith et al. 2015) and a related conference at NASPA around that 
time, Heather Kelly and David Newman, both senior directors of the Division 
of Student Life at the University of Toronto, imagined the Innovation Hub 
as a space where human-centered design thinking could be used to explore 
two key questions: Who are our students? How is the world changing for them? 
Entrusted to design and lead the Innovation Hub, I gathered input from 
students, staff, and faculty about their priorities and designed a student-led 
work-integrated learning program where interdisciplinary teams of students 
from all degree programs and study levels are trained in design thinking. 
These teams of students work directly with campus partners who have a 
project or initiative where they want to understand their stakeholders more 
deeply. 

Over the past 5 years, the Innovation Hub has become a well-known 
and trusted initiative on our campus. I believe that this trust comes from 
our student-centric values as well as the institutional knowledge that we have 
acquired through hundreds of in-depth conversations with students and 
 others about their experiences (The Innovation Hub, 2019). Additionally, 
we have been fortunate to welcome hundreds of students as team members i 
over the years, and many are skilled qualitative researchers who have helped 
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PREFACE  xv

us to refine our unique approach to design thinking, which places strong 
emphasis on the initial insights phase of the process and collecting data with 
integrity. The Innovation Hub offers valuable learning opportunities for stu-
dents where they have a chance to address real-world problems that actually 
impact them using design thinking. Many of the students I have worked 
with are now successfully working in innovation and design-thinking or 
user-experience roles across North America. 

Throughout the book, I draw on examples from work that my students 
have done at the University of Toronto Innovation Hub. I hope that these 
examples will bring to life the concepts presented throughout the book as 
illustrations and examples of one application of design thinking in a higher 
education context. I wish to acknowledge, however, that there are many 
incredible design thinkers working in education spaces and examples of 
design thinking done well in higher education are plentiful. 

My hope is that this book offers inspiration to student affairs practition-
ers and leadership in all areas that innovation is possible in higher education. 
My experience is that launching new methods for innovation such as design 
thinking requires strong leadership and championing, which I have been 
fortunate enough to receive at the University of Toronto. In the following 
pages, my coauthors and I will share our combined knowledge on this topic 
and offer what we hope is a detailed examination of how design thinking can 
create change by generating deep empathy for students and their needs and 
translating the information gathered into insights that lead to new possibili-
ties in the future. 

As a design thinking practitioner, and as someone who has trained 
countless students and professionals in the process, I feel it is also important 
to note this book’s bias toward a focus on empathy in design thinking. There 
are so many important aspects of design—why focus so much on empathy 
above other important concepts in design thinking such as prototyping and 
testing? There is no more important time for change in higher education 
than in this current moment. With systems and structures in our institu-
tions being largely top-down, using empathy in design thinking is disruptive 
and can flip things on their head. The focus that design places on bringing 
the people into the process and designing with them, rather than for them, 
through a process that generates a deeper understanding of human needs is a 
much-needed change in our context.

Lesley D’Souza

I am a Canadian student affairs professional, having worked in the field 
for 16 years at six different institutions in Canada and the United States. I 
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xvi  PREFACE

received my master’s degree in college student personnel from Bowling Green 
State University and I am the mother of two young boys. I came to student 
affairs from an undergraduate degree in biology where I explored the living 
world through scientific method and learned to seek data to substantiate 
our hypotheses. As I began my career as a new student affairs professional, I 
constantly struggled with how we could truly understand the impact of our 
work—what perfect experiments could we design that could possibly get at 
the complex nature of personal growth and learning? In 2016 assessment 
became my full-time job as I joined the ranks of assessment professionals. 
This was a joyful reunion, and I was finally able to apply myself to explor-
ing my work using my background in science and newly acquired skills in 
development of learning outcomes and qualitative assessment. I would still 
be doing the work the same way was it not for deep conversations and trans-
formational learning that happened with Indigenous colleagues. My job title 
was Manager of Student Affairs Storytelling, and the naming of this role pro-
pelled me into a journey learning about storytelling and its Indigenous roots. 
I began to deconstruct all the things that I thought I knew about knowledge 
and took active steps to learn about Indigenous pedagogy. Once I did so,  
I started to ask questions about the colonial nature of the very assessment 
work I felt so passionate about. Why was I creating assessments that failed 
to make space for students to be part of establishing value and standards for  
their own knowledge? Why were they so often absent from the analysis 
and interpretation of data that they had contributed to? Were we serving  
students—  equity-seeking students in particular—well if that data was 
being used to support decisions that were imposed upon them, rather than 
built with them? So, when a colleague sent me an article with the Stanford 
d.school design thinking process, I was primed to see the parallels to our 
assessment cycle, but the naming of empathy as a vital part of the process 
was an epiphany. I had been connecting storytelling to empathy without 
language to bring empathy into the foundational assessment processes that 
we were building, and it was a short leap to connect the two. This book 
brings together the knowledge that I have been so lucky to have amassed 
from students, friends, and colleagues over the last 16 years. It does not 
belong to only me, though it is my privilege to have undertaken the labor to 
share what I have learned. Design thinking on its own is not a magic solu-
tion to our most tangly problems. Using design thinking models as a basis 
for building interventions in higher education presents opportunities to not 
only build innovative and disruptive solutions, but also change the way we 
think. I hope the next pages bring new knowledge to add to your own and 
that this becomes part of your own journey to be positive changemakers in 
the world.
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Gavin Henning

I never intended on going into student affairs as a career. Thirty years after 
finishing a bachelor’s degree in psychology and sociology, here I am. Still. 
While I am a full-time faculty member, and have been for 9 years, I see myself 
as a scholar-practitioner. Most of my 20 years as a higher education admin-
istrator was spent doing assessment work where I was tasked with applying 
and helping others apply data for decision-making and quality improvement. 
In my scholarship, I write for practitioners, focusing on practical applications 
of assessment.

A few years ago, I stumbled upon a TED Talk by Tim Brown (2009-b), 
executive chair of IDEO, the storied design firm, and was fascinated by the 
concept of design. As a result, I read his book Change by Design (2009-a). 

I didn’t fully realize the application of design and particularly design 
thinking to higher education until I met Lesley. She described how design 
thinking could be applied to assessment in higher education. She explained 
how the processes were similar and how design thinking could improve how 
practitioners had been implementing assessment. After dipping my toes in 
the literature, I realized pretty quickly the applicability of design thinking to 
many aspects of student affairs work beyond assessment, including program-
ming and problem-solving. Collaborating with and learning from Julia and 
Lesley has confirmed for me the untapped potential for design thinking in 
student affairs and higher education. 

The three of us approached this book from both practical and academic 
perspectives. Design thinking is a practice. However, given the newness of 
the topic to higher education and student affairs, we wanted to make a strong 
academic case for its usage. Readers may perceive this tension at various 
points throughout the book. 

We would like to note some issues with design thinking language; while 
some terminology such as “user” and “end-user” may not align with inclu-
sion and equity, we have decided to employ this terminology used in design 
thinking. 

Design thinking is a process primarily used for problem-solving that is 
rooted in creative fields such as art and design. Typically a five-step process, 
design thinking includes the following steps: (a) empathize with users to 
learn about their experiences in relation to the problem or issue, (b) define 
the problem or issue, (c) ideate potential solutions, (d) prototype and test 
solutions, and (e) invest in a solution to implement. While the approach 
has been adapted to business, despite its limitations design thinking applies 
to higher education and student affairs specifically as it aligns well with the 
latter’s values and is easily adapted for the development of new programs, 
services, and initiatives. 
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Because of its focus on empathy, which is the need to thoroughly 
understand users’ experiences, design thinking is user-centered similar to 
how student affairs is student-centered. Because the focus of design think-
ing is to design with users, not for users, it aligns well with student affairs 
practice. In addition, the focus on empathy makes design thinking a more 
equitable approach to problem-solving than other methods because all users’ 
 experiences—not just typical users’ experiences—need to be understood. 
Authentic voices of all must be heard. As a result, centering empathy in prob-
lem-solving processes can be a tool to disrupt higher education systems and 
practices. The solution ideation or development process is data-driven and 
considers both qualitative and quantitative data as both are needed to pro-
vide the most complete picture of the issue and possible solutions. Neither 
quantitative nor qualitative data alone can do this. Design thinking includes 
a step for prototyping and testing of prototypes. The prototyping step helps 
ensure that an innovation is not scaled up until it has been tested and revised 
based on feedback mirroring processes in higher education assessment and 
improvement science. While design thinking takes more time to implement 
than other problem-solving strategies, resources are better utilized because of 
the extensive data collection, analysis, and testing that takes place, leading to 
a high-quality product or service that truly addresses needs of users.

In addition to being an innovative problem-solving framework, design 
thinking is a unique approach to student engagement. Students are cocrea-
tors during the design process. Involving students in the design thinking 
process provides them agency through the process and teaches them design 
thinking through their own participation. Thus, design thinking can address 
an issue through the development of a product, program, or service and is a 
way to engage students. 

Design thinking can also be applied to assessment processes  building 
on a traditional assessment framework that centers on four key steps: 
(a) develop outcomes, (b) deliver strategies to achieve outcomes, (c) meas-
ure data to determine outcome effectiveness, and (d) implement change 
as a result of the data. Design thinking assessment offers a more inclusive 
and equitable approach to assessment supporting recent trends regarding 
equity-minded assessment.

Design thinking has numerous benefits to afford students affairs. The 
following pages outline the basic tenets of design thinking along with appli-
cations to student affairs. Chapter 1 outlines a case for design thinking in 
student affairs. Chapter 2 discusses a brief history of design thinking, not-
ing its germination and evolution to current practice. Chapter 3 provides a 
detailed description of each step of the design thinking model with pertinent 
examples to make the steps clearer. Chapter 4 explains the intersection of 
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equity and design thinking while chapter 5 explores the use of design think-
ing for organizational change. Chapter 6 presents a new model for design 
thinking assessment. Chapter 7 addresses the challenges and limitations of 
the process. Chapter 8 concludes the book by discussing the alignment of 
design thinking and student affairs and outlining next steps. Design think-
ing is an innovative process that can change the way higher education and 
student affairs operate while realizing the potential it offers.
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