Smith to Zarkauskas prompt: Dr. Hjalmarson mentioned in her presentation that the word design is both a verb and a noun. In the chapter from her book, she goes on to explain that the “language flexibility also brings to the fore the idea that understanding the design process is as important as the object under design” (p. 7).  (A) What aspects of Dr. Hjalmarson’s design research (in both senses of the word) do you find interesting, confusing, useful, or potentially problematic?  Why?  (B) What ideas do you have about possible research into design—either products or processes—that you might like to examine? 

Most of us found that Dr. Hjalmarson’s use of design as a metaphor for the processes and products created by educational research helped us “to see, in a powerful way, the common threads in all effective design schemes,” as Loran put it.  Bridget noted our feeling that the unlikely pairing of education and engineering helped us to focus on process, a neglected part of the education improvement equation. As an Ed Psych major, Bridget’s “interests run. . .toward things like motivation, learning styles, and academic resilience”—the processes of education, which we generally agreed were as critical as or more critical than the products of education such as curriculum.   

Tabatha clearly articulated our general belief that it is sensible to use the Nature of Science model, which focuses on “ways to think about things as systems and what cause and effect each entity has on the next step,” to solve problems in education. Tabatha also mentioned that education is still relatively new in this country and needs to go through the refining process as any new product would. Tabatha also liked the idea of using real world problems to hook kids on education and make them understand why they need to learn.

Debora, who uses NSF-funded math curricula herself, noted that “work becomes an intriguing experiment of testing, refining, restructuring and discovery rather than a linear development of events. Additionally a curriculum isn’t viewed as a static entity in the design research framework as it can be by not using a ‘design’ lens. I think this framework holds much potential for helping us affect change in the nature of teaching (and view of curriculum) in the U.S. where tradition and culture still tend to weigh more heavily on this activity (or product) than do research and reflective practice.”

Anthony was interested in applying the same design cycle to failing schools: “defining the problematic situation. . .before moving to developing the tools needed to address that situation rings true. . . .  Dr. Hjalmarson suggests that the one, inflexible toolkit (NCLB) approach to fixing failing schools probably won't get it done, but one developed and refined through a system of use and reflection might. . . .  Clearer to me now is the notion that the quality of the problematic situation analysis really informs the end-view and vice versa. . . . Perhaps this documentation [of the design process], not the specific tools (an improved curriculum, increased parental involvement etc.) or the end product (a successful school), can be used as a starting point in reforming other failing schools.”

Michelle not only enjoyed Dr. Hjalmarson’s “linear, practical” presentation, she also felt that it had personal ramifications: “I can apply this to both personal and professional realms (i.e. creating an interview panel, working with the college architect to examine space-utilization, grant writing for specific agencies, dating, and party planning). It’s a creative way to reexamine purpose and user population. I think all too often we forget about ‘design’ as we ‘design,’ and we end up with a ‘product’ that we put a lot of time, money, and effort into only to yield a ‘product’ that fails to meet the needs of the final user-group.”
Julie, in contrast, felt “that we are already pushing education to be too mathematical in its design. . . .  Why can't we all embrace the idea that education is special, that teaching and learning are best researched first in a qualitative manner and then statistically as is possible?” She added, “Maybe [using the design model] is a way to satisfy the need that society seems to have to rationalize everything.” 

The discussion Julie’s comment provoked helped us to solidify the advantages we all saw in Dr. Hjalmarson’s design approach: provide common ground for the ‘teaching is an art’ people versus the ‘teaching can be operationalized’ people; redirect public focus away from objective assessment; formalize the reflective, recursive thinking that should be an ongoing part of improving our craft; and force us to make explicit the general assumptions underlying the educational design process.  Robin
