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Design Thinking in Education: 
Empathy, Challenge, Discovery, 

and Sharing 

As a model for reframing methods and outcomes, 

design thinking reconnects educators to their 

creativity and aspirations for helping students develop 

as deep thinkers and doers. 

"Design thinking gave me a process to weave through all of the 

project–based learning experiences I create with my kiddos." 

"As a leader of a #NextGen school, design thinking is our 

continuous innovation process." 

"Design thinking reminds me all the time why I became an 

educator; it all starts with empathy." 

An Oasis for Educators 

The quotes above -- full of insight and affirmation -- are just 

some of the many that I've heard from educators taken by the 

power of design thinking and moved to bring it into their 

practice. When we started the @K12lab at Stanford's d.school 

back in 2007 we began with a hunch that design thinking would 

be a great tool for educators to deploy in their classrooms and 

schools, and that ultimately, it would be a useful process for kids 

working through interdisciplinary challenges. What we found in 

our initial prototypes -- launching an innovation lab space, 

creating a design thinking professional development experience, 

and running student-facing design challenges for middle- and 

high-school classes -- was that the design thinking process 

functioned as a kind of oasis for educators, reconnecting them to 

their creativity and aspirations for helping students develop as 

deep thinkers and doers, not just as test takers. 

In the last few years, the field has witnessed an explosion of 

interest in design thinking, nationally and internationally. You 

can literally see its growth mapped on the Design Thinking in 

Schools map and in the internationally booming Design for 

Change student challenge platform. The spread of design 

thinking also shows up in new national efforts like IDEO’s 

Teacher’s Guild platform and the very active Twitter chat 

community built around #DTK12chat. Educators are also 

supporting each other as design thinkers in regional 

collaborations like Atlanta’s #AK12DC, a collection of 30 public 

and independent schools working to accelerate design 

challenges, and Henry Ford Learning Institute’s work in 

Michigan to gather regional enthusiasts and design thinking 

leaders. 

Bittersweet 

I think as superintendents we begin with 

the end in mind.  We want to graduate 

college, career, and life ready students. 

We want budgets to pass to support our 

students' needs.  And, we begin school 

years, thinking we want to have a 

successful year by the time school lets 

out in June.  However, whenever I get to the last student day, 

the last faculty day, and then the last administrative council 

day in June, I have those bittersweet feelings that it passed too 

quickly.  I find myself somewhat blue that we closed another 

year and summer months will bring less activity and less 

people to my daily routines. 

As I started this school year as the President of MSSA, there 

were so many outcomes I was hoping we would accomplish. 

Stronger participation 
Stronger sense of vision and purpose 
Stronger voice 
Stronger sense of collaboration and support for one another 
Stronger leadership  

I am pleased to say although I feel a sense of bittersweet 

endings as your president during this term, I do believe we 

accomplished a great deal.  Participation is up. We now have a 

resolution adopting process and great work on an educational 

platform. We have a stronger voice and a more united voice. 

There are more examples of collaboration and support than 

ever before. We also are looking at formalizing our 

partnership with our national organization, AASA, through a 

MOU.  AND, all of these efforts result in stronger 

leadership.  (I cannot wait to see what next year brings! We 

are on a roll.) 

Thank you to all superintendents for your service to your 

communities and to Maine students.  Thank you for your 

support and engagement in MSSA. I also want to thank Steve, 

Eileen, Vicki, and the entire staff at MSMA. It is a joy to work 

with all of you and you represent us so well. 

Take time to relax and rejuvenate this summer.  Even with this 

task, we need to begin with the end in mind. We will bring 

energy, excitement, and commitment to ensure high quality, 

public education for all Maine students next fall.  It is 

bittersweet to keep our vision and mission in our focus every 

step of the way. 

Best, Betsy 

mailto:mssa@msmaweb.com
http://www.msmaweb.com/
http://www.designthinkinginschools.org/
http://www.designthinkinginschools.org/
http://www.dfcworld.com/
http://www.dfcworld.com/
http://www.teachersguild.org/
https://twitter.com/hashtag/dtk12chat
http://www.atlantak12designchallenge.org/
https://hfli.org/
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Design Thinking for School 
Leaders 

Five Roles and Mindsets That Ignite Positive Change 

By Alyssa Gallagher and Kami Thordarson 

Good Reads 

Review from The Inside Flap: 

“Design is the rendering of intent.” 

What if education leaders 

approached their work with the 

perspective of a designer? This new 

perspective of seeing the world 

differently is desperately needed in 

schools and begins with school 

leadership. 

Alyssa Gallagher and Kami 

Thordarson, widely recognized 

experts on Design Thinking, 

educational leadership, and 

innovative strategies, call this new 

perspective design-inspired leadership—one of the most 

powerful ways to ignite positive change and address education 

challenges using the same design and innovation principles that 

have been so successful in private industry. 

Design Thinking for School Leaders explores the changing 

landscape of leadership and offers practical ways to reframe the 

role of school leader using Design Thinking, one step at a time. 

Leaders can shift from “accidental designers” to “design-

inspired leaders,” acting with greater intention and achieving 

greater impact. You'll learn how viewing the world through a 

more empathetic lens—a critical first step on the path to 

becoming a design-inspired leader—can raise your awareness 

of the uniqueness of your teachers and students and prompt you 

to question the ways in which they experience your school. 

Gallagher and Thordarson detail five specific roles to help you 

identify opportunities for positively impacting students, 

teachers, districts, parents, and the community: 

 Opportunity Seeker.  Shifts from problem solving to 

problem finding.  

 Experience Architect.  Designs and curates learning 

experiences. 

 Rule Breaker.  Challenges the way things are “always” 

done. 

 Producer.  Gets things done and creates rapid learning 

cycles for teams. 

 Storyteller.  Captures the hearts and minds of a 

community. 

Full of examples of Design Thinking in action in schools across 

the country, Design Thinking for School Leaders can help you 

guide your school to the forefront of the new design + 

education movement, one that will move traditional education 

into the modern world and drive the future of learning. 

Insurance Trust Fund Trustees 
so important to the 
mission of MSMA 

“MSMA serves as an advocate for the interests of the state’s 

public school students and school units and provides programs 

and services that support the needs of the membership.” 

With the above statement as part of the Mission of MSMA, 

important components of that mission are the Trusts that are 

operated by MSMA for the member units.  Property and 

Casualty Trust, Workers’  Compensation Trust,  Dental Trust, 

Unemployment Trust, and Group Insurance Trust are the five 

Trusts that are operated for and by the member units to serve 

the needs of the membership.  Deb Roberts, as the CFO and 

Insurance Trusts Administrator, provides general oversight and 

guidance to the Trusts.  The Managers/Client Service Directors 

are listed with the Trusts they oversee. 

In my first year of really understanding all that goes into 

operating the Trusts, I can’t overstate how impressed I am with 

the work done by the trustees from member districts and the 

Trust administrators to assure each Trust is performing to serve 

member needs.  These Trusts are truly of and for the 

membership.  They perform at a very high level of service. 

Each Board of Trustees is made up of School Board members, 

Superintendents, and Business Managers.  Each Trust has 

dedicated members who are knowledgeable and serve the Trust 

in the best interest of the Trust and the overall membership.   

I’d like to thank those unit members who serve on these Trusts: 

Property and Casualty (Anita Folckemer):  Sarah 

Thompson, Portland School Board; Barry Patrie, School Board 

MSAD 17; Brigette Williams, Business Manager RSU 38; 

Vickie Raymond, Business Manager RSU 2; John Backus, 

Superintendent MSAD 23/RSU 87; Jim Boothby, Chair, 

Superintendent RSU 25; Tim Doak, Superintendent RSU 39 

and RSU 86/MSAD 20. 

Workers’ Compensation (Wendy Douglas):  Fred Grant, 

School Board RSU 29; Colin Walsh, Business Manager RSU 

57; Luci Milewski Business Manager Northport; Andrea Disch, 

Business Manager MSAD 11; Tom Ward, Chair, 

Superintendent RSU 9; Brent Colbry, Superintendent RSU 54; 

Jim Hodgkin, Superintendent AOS 93. 

Unemployment (Doug Burdin):  John Logan, member at 

large; Dan Higgins, Superintendent RSU 24; Kris Pottle, 

Business Manager RSU 9; Jerry Nault, School Board RSU 12; 

Kristen Shumway, School Board Winthrop. 

Dental Trust (Wendy Douglas):  Marc Cone, Chair, School 

Board MSAD 11; Kate Brix, School Board RSU 14; Betsy 

Webb, Superintendent Bangor; Scott Eldridge, Business 

Manager RSU 4; Adam Hanson, Business Manager Auburn.   

Group Insurance Trust (Wendy Douglas):  Dhyana 

Blanchard, Business Manager RSU 20; Craig King, 

Superintendent RSU 15; Marc Cone, Chair, School Board 

MSAD 11; Gwen Bedell, Business Manager Sanford. 

Steven Bailey 

MSMA, Executive Director 

https://www.amazon.com/Design-Thinking-School-Leaders-Mindsets/dp/1416625941/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1529511523&sr=8-1&keywords=design+thinking+for+school+leaders
https://www.amazon.com/Design-Thinking-School-Leaders-Mindsets/dp/1416625941/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1529511523&sr=8-1&keywords=design+thinking+for+school+leaders
http://insideflap.blogspot.com/
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As the movement for design thinking in education broadens 

and deepens, many practitioners are flexibly customizing the 

design thinking process in their own contexts. Coming from 

the d.school, I particularly love seeing the teachers and leaders 

with whom we work sharing how they moved from the process 

we taught them (empathize, define, ideate, prototype, and test) 

to language that works in their own context. For example, 

check out Mary Cantwell’s DEEPdt or Urban Montessori's 

incorporation of design thinking in their core values. 

4 Modes for Developing Your Practice 

If you're considering how to embrace design thinking in your 

school culture, I believe you should focus on four critical 

modes underlying the process: 

1. Lead with empathy. 

Empathy is, of course, the root of human-centered design. 

Leading with empathy builds on the classic definition of 

"walking in someone else's shoes" to get us out of our own 

heads and into the lived reality of others so that we can 

understand the implicit needs and root causes of the situations 

in which we work. Leading with empathy means pushing 

yourself to get closer to people, and to do so consistently, 

publicly, and with conviction. 

How do you do it? Listen more; talk less. Immerse yourself in 

how others experience your school or program. Adopt a 

beginner's mind and use all of your senses to notice what's 

happening around you. At the d.school, we believe in these 

practices so much that we're issuing a Shadow a Student 

challenge from our School Retool project to illuminate the 

power of leading with empathy. If you want to step into 

empathy, it will be a great way to get started. 

2. Challenge assumptions. 

This is the opposite of "keep calm and carry on." Challenging 

assumptions means that when confronted with a problem, you 

seize the opportunity to do better than you've done before. 

Useful phrases to build into your lexicon are "What if. . . ?" 

and "How might we. . . ?" Just the simple act of introducing the 

language of possibility can start the shift from how we've 

always done things to the potential for a reframe. Reframing is 

critical for innovation, but it's also a way of moving from a 

deficit point of view to an asset focus. Challenging 

assumptions lets us see what both children and adults are truly 

capable of doing. Harnessed for good, challenging assumptions 

steers you in the direction of more effective policies and 

practices because you're willing to see things differently. 

3. Make experiments happen. 

Here's the rub. "Just do it" is more than a pitch for selling 

sports gear. It means try something and learn from it. We can 

tangle ourselves in all kinds of knots about "embracing 

failure," but what really matters is trying something, letting 

people know that you're trying it, and generating opportunities 

for feedback. You'll learn the most from what doesn't work. 

When you find yourself sitting in one more meeting to make a  

Design Thinking 

(continued from page 1) plan for a plan, just stop and say, "What could we try in order 

to figure this out?" This sets you on the path to experiment 

with quick hacks and low-resolution prototypes. Whatever you 

try will point you in the direction of what's next. At the 

d.school, we call it a bias toward action: Don't talk — do. 

And when you do, then you observe, reflect, and try again to 

get it right. 

4. Share your process. 

Design cannot thrive in isolation. As you share your empathy 

work or your experiments, share what's hard, not just what's 

shiny and new. You can share those things as well, but we'll 

all learn more when you share your process, warts and all. 

I invite you to investigate how leading with empathy, 

challenging assumptions, and making experiments happen can 

deepen your teaching or leadership practices. And as you do, 

please share what you've learned -- you may have discovered 

what we've yet to imagine. 

-Edutopia.org, posted February 8, 2016, by Susie Wise 

Susie Wise is the founder and former director of the K12 Lab 

Network at the Stanford d.school and she co-founded Urban 

Montessori Charter School in Oakland, California. She has a 

PhD in Learning Sciences and Technology Design from 

Stanford University.  

New Superintendents effective 7/1/18 

MSAD 4/RSU 80—Abbot, Cambridge, Guilford, Parkman, 

Sangerville & Wellington—Kelly MacFadyen 

MSAD 75—Bowdoin, Bowdoinham, Harpswell & 

Topsham—Daniel Chuhta (Interim) 

RSU 14—Windham & Raymond—Christopher Howell (Asst. 

Superintendent) 

RSU 16—Minot, Mechanic Falls & Poland—Kenneth Healey 

RSU 50—Crystal, Dyer Brook, Hersey, Island Falls, Merrill, 

Moro Plt—Jon Porter 

RSU 67—Chester, Lincoln & Mattawamkeag—Raymond 

Freve (Interim) 

RSU 71—Belfast, Belmont, Morrill, Searsmont & 

Swanville—Mary Alice McLean 

RSU 89—Mount Chase, Patten, Sherman & Stacyville—

Dawn Pray 

Winslow School Department—Peter Thiboutot 

Winthrop School Department—Cornelia Brown (Interim) 

Wiscasset School Department—Terry Wood 

 

http://deepdesignthinking.com/ping-me/
http://www.urbanmontessori.org/core_values
http://shadowastudent.org/
http://shadowastudent.org/
http://www.schoolretool.org/
https://www.edutopia.org/


School Districts Detail Plans 
for Investing Critical 
ESSA Title IV Dollars 

Alexandria, Va. – June 18, 2018 – School districts across the 

nation are planning how they will invest and spend federal 

funding from the Student Support and Academic Enrichment 

Program (Title IV, Part A in the Every Student Succeeds Act). 

Title IV, Part A saw a significant increase in funding—from 

$400 million to $1.1 billion—in FY18, making it possible for 

more schools to access the funds, supporting programs and 

services critical in ensuring our nation’s students graduate 

school ready for society. Today, AASA, The School 

Superintendents Association, is releasing the results of a 

national survey in coordination with the National Association 

of Federal Education Program Administrators (NAFEPA) and 

Whiteboard Advisors. 

The survey, “Bringing ESSA Title IV to Life: How School 

Districts are Investing Student Support & Academic 

Enrichment Funding,” was conducted in May 2018 as more 

than 622 respondents from 40 states, two territories and the 

District of Columbia described how they will use new ESSA 

funding opportunities.   

“The funds serve as critical support for ESSA’s broader 

investment objectives. They allow school leaders to better 

connect to and invest in a wide range of identified needs in 

their schools and communities,” said David DeSchryver, 

senior vice president, Whiteboard Advisors. “It’s notable that 

the school leaders are eager and willing to tell the story about 

the use of funds. That needs to be done.”   

“We need to be continuously aware of where our students 

come from, to give them the tools for being prepared for a 21st-

century labor market,” said one respondent. “Our students 

need our support with emotional needs while receiving a well-

rounded education.” 

Key findings of the survey included: 

 When Congress created Title IV, Part A, lawmakers 

folded prior federal investments into the grant, including 

the AP Exam fee program, safe and drug-free schools, 

programming, school counseling and physical education. 

When asked if they planned to use federal funds to 

support any of these items, respondents reported safe and 

drug free schools (63 percent); school counseling (43 

percent); other (37 percent); AP/IB/CIE exam fees (27 

percent); and physical education (17 percent). 

 When asked to identify specific investments within the 

well-rounded education opportunities of Title IV, Part A, 

respondents reported: science, technology, engineering 

and mathematics (STEM) (61 percent); social emotional 

learning (SEL) (53 percent); college/career counseling (37 

percent); music/arts (32 percent); accelerated learning 

programs such as AP/IB (28 percent); high school 

redesign with dual or concurrent enrollment (22 percent);  
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 foreign language instruction (12 percent); other (8 percent); 

civics instruction (7 percent); environmental education (7 

percent); and none (4 percent).   

 When asked to identify specific investments within the safe 

and healthy student opportunities of Title IV, Part A, 

respondents reported; positive behavioral interventions (61 

percent); safe and supportive learning environments (54 

percent); violence prevention, crisis management and 

conflict resolution (45 percent); school based health and 

mental health services (45 percent); trauma-informed 

classroom management (37 percent); school safety 

equipment (26 percent); preventing use of alcohol/tobacco/

marijuana (23 percent); none (5 percent); and other (5 

percent). 

 When asked to identify specific investments within the 

effective use of technology opportunities of Title IV, Part 

A, respondents reported: implement system-wide 

approaches to support teacher professional development/

collaboration (55 percent); implement blended learning 

strategies (44 percent); buy digital services (42 percent); 

develop or provide personalized learning pathways for 

students (37 percent); discover, adapt and share high 

quality resources (23 percent); none (11 percent); and other 

(5 percent). 

“Districts are grateful for the additional funding; however, the 

instability of the funding is a huge obstruction to making 

meaningful, sustained, and institutional progress,” reported 

another respondent. “Not knowing if you will have the funds 

from year to year means that most districts look for one-shot 

programs. If we knew this funding was guaranteed for three to 

five years, then it would allow us to plan, hire staff and find 

ways to institutionalize programs in terms of training, etc.” 

“We greatly appreciate the school systems leaders who 

participated in our survey and shared their experience in 

investing these dollars and how the Title IV program allows 

them to start to address the significant non-academic needs, 

programs and services for the students they serve,” said Daniel 

A. Domenech, executive director, AASA. “We also applaud our 

partnering organizations in the survey, NAFEPA and 

Whiteboard Advisors. These findings bring to the forefront what 

school district leaders—those most responsible for the academic 

success of our children—are thinking about regarding federal 

education policy funding priorities.” 

The data from this survey indicate a strong need for and 

commitment to putting this money to good and immediate use 

for the myriad intents the program supports. Survey respondents 

detailed their interest across all three of the intended investment 

areas, which each complement more traditional academic 

experience and support the development and needs of the total 

child, beyond annual testing. 

Click here to access a copy of the survey. 

For additional questions, please contact Noelle Ellerson Ng, 

AASA associate executive director, policy and advocacy, 

at nellerson@aasa.org. 

http://aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_Advocacy/files/AASA%20NAFEPA%20WBA%20ESSA%20Title%20IV%20Survey%20FINAL%20061818.pdf
http://aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_Advocacy/files/AASA%20NAFEPA%20WBA%20ESSA%20Title%20IV%20Survey%20FINAL%20061818.pdf
http://aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_Advocacy/files/AASA%20NAFEPA%20WBA%20ESSA%20Title%20IV%20Survey%20FINAL%20061818.pdf
http://aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_Advocacy/files/AASA%20NAFEPA%20WBA%20ESSA%20Title%20IV%20Survey%20FINAL%20061818.pdf
mailto:nellerson@aasa.org


Upcoming Legislative Session 

EVENT VENUE DATE  

2018 Legislative Advocacy 
Conference 
Hosted in partnership by AASA & ASBO 

Hyatt Regency on Capitol Hill 
Washington, DC 

7/10-7/12/18 More info 

Annual MSMA Golf Scramble 

 

The Meadows Golf Course 
Litchfield, ME 

7/16/18 Save the Date 

MSSA Annual Meeting Augusta Civic Center 10/24/18 Save the Date 

45th Annual MSMA Fall Conference Augusta Civic Center 
Augusta, ME 

10/25-10/26/18 More info 

AASA National Conference on Education 
Effective Leadership Creates Success 

Los Angeles, CA 2/14-2/16/19 Save the Date 

Mark Your Calendar 
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If you have questions about any articles in this newsletter or suggestions for 
improving this publication, please let us know. 

You can contact me, MSSA Executive Director Eileen King at 
eking@msmaweb.com 

Plans are underway for the Annual MSMA Golf Scramble. 
You are invited to come and join fellow members of the 
education community for a fun day of golf.  Once again we 
will be playing at The Meadows Golf Course, 495 
Huntington Hill Road in Litchfield.  

For more information contact Doug Burdin at (207) 622-
3473 or dburdin@msmaweb.com.  

RSU 67 
Superintendent of Schools 
Chester, Lincoln and Mattawamkeag, Maine 
 

Application Deadline:  July 31, 2018 
 
MSAD 75 
Interim Assistant Superintendent 
Bowdoin, Bowdoinham, Harpswell, and Topsham, 
Maine 
 

Application Deadline:  Closes when suitable 
candidate is found 
 
Apply online: http://applitrack.com/link75/onlineapp  
 
 

For more information on vacancies, please visit 
https://www.msmaweb.com/services/job-vacancies/ 
 

Annual MSMA Golf  Scramble 
Monday, July 16, 2018 

11:00 a.m. light lunch & putting contest 

Tee-off  at Noon 

Professional Vacancies 
MSSA Mission Statement 

The Maine School Superintendents Association 

(MSSA) is an organization that is committed to 

leadership: 

 

Leadership to provide equity, create opportunities 

 for and  promote the success of every student; 

Leadership to develop ethical, visionary and 

 competent leaders by 

 Offering professional learning opportu-

 nities for leaders 

 Promoting community and legislative 

support for education 

 Providing member services 

 

Core Values and Beliefs 

 

We believe members shall: 

  Maintain high expectations for all students, 

 staff and ourselves 

  Advocate for resources essential to student 

 learning 

  Act with integrity and model professional 

 behavior 

  Champion the advancement of public education 

 

http://www.aasa.org/legconf.aspx
https://www.msmaweb.com/about-msma/fall-conference/
mailto:eking@msmaweb.com
mailto:dburdin@msmaweb.com
http://applitrack.com/link75/onlineapp
http://www.msmaweb.com/mssa/job-vacancies/
https://www.msmaweb.com/services/job-vacancies/

