
 

Designing for Learning with Five Key 
Concepts @ OHR 

Introduction 

We have worked in West Dunbartonshire for the last five years. For our training events - ‘Designing 

for Learning’ - we were asked to have a STEM focus. However, the focus in our settings-based 

projects has ranged from STEM to Health and Well-Being to 1 + 2 Languages. With very few 

exceptions, the projects we design are interdisciplinary, requiring learners to apply a variety of 

knowledge and skills including digital literacy. 

In the document you are about to read, we have expanded on different aspects of our design 

thinking. So, whether someone is designing for a small group 'HWB' task or a whole -school 

interdisciplinary project, although the intended outcomes may be different, the design principles 

remain the same. 

There are two main parts to this document: 

• 1: Designing with 5 Key Concepts - A brief definition of each of the Key Concepts and how 
they are integrated. 

• 2: Rituals and Routines - Our rationale for establishing 'safety' in order to introduce 
'challenge'. 

Together, they provide key background information for consideration when thinking about designing 

for learning. 



1: Designing with Five Key Concepts 

When we think about designing a problem-based task, project or a series of experiences, we 
inevitably consider these five key concepts: 

 

Community Learning 

 

This is about actively and purposefully paying attention to relationships within a learning 

environment. Feeling threatened, disrespected, anxious or fearful impedes the learning process. It 

can prevent us from taking risks and making connections. If learners exist in an environment which 

they believe is ‘fair’ and ‘safe’, they are more likely to engage ‘fully’ and take risks necessary to deal 

effectively with the challenges they encounter in personal, academic and social contexts. Exploring 

what ‘fair’ and ‘safe’ means in different contexts and for different individuals or groups, is an 

ongoing conversation, which is enriched by new experiences.  The different contexts could be the 

nature of the task (individual or collaborative; structured or open-ended; small group or large group) 

or whether it is in-person, blended or online? What will engaging safely, fairly and fully look and 

sound like in each of these contexts? What will be the same and what will be different?  

Community can be built through content-focused, problem-based tasks or non-academic activities. 

We put in community building ‘games’ to introduce or develop focus skills and attitudes in a ‘fun’ 
way which does not have a ‘high stakes’ outcome such as the product of a problem-based task. 

Reflection 

Building a collaborative community does not just take place during ‘projects’. It is the classroom 

culture in which learning is embedded. However, it needs to be purposefully planned for and 
maintained.  



What activities are you planning to develop ‘community’ and develop ownership of and responsibility 
for classroom culture by the learners in your setting, appropriate to their age/stage? 

Experiential Learning 

 

We can learn about aspects of life through remote secondary sources such as books and lectures. 

Sometimes, this is the only reasonable way of accessing knowledge. However, learning becomes 

deep and embedded when we have to actively engage in experiences which require us to directly 

apply or discover desired knowledge, skills, attitudes and values. Learning is more powerful and 

memorable when we are engaged in active, immediate and authentic experiences from which we 

can make our own personal sense of the world, either alone or through discussion with others.  

Developing skills for learning, life and work is best done by engaging in experiences where these 

skills are necessary. These are experiences which actively engage learners and provide opportunity 
and also challenge rather than just passively inform. 

Although a ‘stand-alone’ activity may provide something engaging,  a series of ‘linked learning 

experiences’ enables learners to make deeper connections and reinforce development of 
knowledge, skills and attitudes. 

By exploring and becoming familiar with the variety of tools available on different virtual learning 

platforms and apps, online or blended experiences can be designed to provide opportunities f or 

active engagement, creative and critical thinking, individual and collaborative problem-solving and, 
therefore, all the skills and attitudes needed to be successful at these things. 



Reflection 

During a project, what experiences will you offer learners which will require them to purposefully 

apply knowledge, skills and attitudes they have been developing? (This could include subject-specific 

skills and knowledge e.g., 'measuring', or generic skills such as 'reaching consensus' or 'quality 
checking'.)  

 

Problem-Based Learning 

 

Every day we are faced with ‘problems’. Some are so mundane and familiar that we no longer 

consider them an issue. We effortlessly apply the requisite knowledge, skills and attitudes to routine 

challenges e.g. getting up on time or cooking a meal! However, effective strategies for solving 

problems and creating solutions can be encouraged by offering opportunities to develop them. 

Learning becomes engaging when it involves solving problems that are meaningful and relevant to 
us, thus motivating ourselves to explore, innovate and become enterprising.  

Solving problems involves a variety of skills. Clarification and chunking*; creative thinking to produce 

ideas for solutions, communication, critical thinking, decision-making, organisation, management of 



resources, evaluation etc. These are generic skills. Sometimes problems will require 'subject'-specific 

skills e.g., measuring weight or understanding iambic pentameter. When we offer truly 

interdisciplinary learning, we are inviting learners to call upon generic skills and a variety of 'subject'-
specific skills in order to find solutions to problems. 

*chunking is a psycholinguistic term referring to how we break down a stream of information into 
understandable, manageable 'chunks'.  

Reflection 

Problem-based tasks do not have to be hugely complex and heavily resourced. They are tasks 

designed to develop the skills and attitudes necessary to explore solutions. They can last from 5 
minutes to 5 months!  

How will you introduce strategies for problem solving? (Clarifying the task/problem - generating 
ideas - making a decision - organising team and/or task roles - quality checking etc.) 

 

Quality Learning 

 

Quality is a reflection of our values. It is a reflection of how much we care. It indicates  how much we 

want to achieve - a goal, an aim. ‘Deep’ learning is quality learning. It is embedded. We can 

frequently achieve desired results with ‘shallow’ learning, like ‘cramming’ for a test or producing 

glossy policy documents which are never followed - all surface, no depth or substance. When we 

care, we are motivated to achieve or exceed our goals and aims. When we care, if we fall short of 

our goals or aims, we are motivated to find a way to ‘close the gap’. Clear quality criteria or success 

criteria help us to identify and evaluate the degree of quality or success. Effective feedback can 



engage us in learning conversations which enable also enable us to identify degrees of quality and 
begin the reflection process in which we can decide 'next steps'.  

Reflection 

Learners may be used to ‘success criteria’ to identify quality. Do their familiar success/quality criteria 

differentiate between the quality of the ‘product’ (what they have achieved) and the ‘process’ (how 
they have achieved it)? 

When developing ‘process’ criteria for skills/attitudes, it is important that learners understand the 

specific observable evidence. For example, if ‘reaching consensus’ is a skill to be developed, what 

would learners ‘see’ and ‘hear’ so that they could identify when reaching consensus is taking place.  

“We will see…”, “We will hear…”  

Depending upon age/stage, learners should be encouraged to use prior experience to complete the 

above sentence starters e.g., “We will see people using the consensus/thumb tool.” “We will hear 
people asking ‘Does everyone agree?’ 

Before commencing a task, could learners role-play desirable skills/attitudes so that others can 
recognise (see and hear) what they will need to look for? 

 



Reflective Learning 

 

Generally, people do not learn from experience alone. They learn from reflecting upon the 

experience. Purposeful reflection is vital in order to make connections to prior knowledge and 

understanding, transfer and apply learning to new situations and explore creative solutions. When 

we reflect, we engage with our learning. Reflection takes time and needs to be specifically planned 

for when designing learning opportunities. The more we reflect, the more connections we make and 

the opportunity for more creative solutions is created. The more we reflect, the more we see wider 

connections and break down the boundaries which compartmentalise learning for convenience. The 

stronger the connections, the less repetition and overlearning is required.  

Reflection is learner-focused. It is about actively sharing the connections which learners have made 

during their experience. This could be about what they learned, how they felt or wider connections 

they have made. It is not about listening passively while an educator tells them what 

they should have learned.  

How will you plan for individual, group/team or whole-class reflection when you design your project? 

 



Five Become One 

 

 

We do not see these five concepts as isolated entities but rather five different aspects of the same 

thing. The human body has different integrated systems e.g., nervous, digestive, circulatory. When 

we eat, we do not shut down the other systems to focus on digestion. Depending on circumstances, 

the activity of one system may be prioritised. However, all systems continue to be essential to the 

proper functioning of the prioritised one. So, when learners are exploring problem-solving, we do 

not stop considering the impact of community or the importance of paying attention to quality 

outcomes. However, just as focussing on healthy eating may have a positive effect on the whole 

body, focussing on one aspect of learning for a time, can have a positive impact on other aspects. 

Focus but do not compartmentalise or isolate. 

There is a connection here with interdisciplinary learning. We view interdisciplinary problem-solving 

as something which involves applying knowledge and skills from different disciplines in order to 

achieve a solution. Different problems may require an emphasis on a particular discipline or subject 
but the ultimate solution will also require the support of other disciplines or subjects.  

Lots of 'disciplinary' - not much 'inter'! 

This is different to the compartmentalising of disciplines but having a unifying theme e.g., art – 

painting a tree design; maths – calculating tree heights; biology – a description of the life cycle of a 

tree; English – a poem about a tree. Lots of ‘disciplinary’ - not much ‘inter’! 

When the experiences are meaningful problems, we have the opportunity to use tools, develop 

strategies and their associated knowledge, skills and attitudes. It is important to take the time to 

reflect upon not only the quality of our solution (and to what degree we missed, achieved or 



exceeded our specific success criteria) but also the quality of our process - especially if it was a 

collaborative effort. Our confidence to take risks when tackling new challenges may be directly 

affected by our environment. A supportive, collaborative community encourages and empowers 
both responsible citizenship and individual achievement. 

 

'To raise a child who is comfortable enough to leave you, means you've done your job. They are 

not ours to keep but to teach how to soar on their own.' Author Unknown 
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2: Rituals and Routines 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



When we are working with a class on a project, we establish a pattern of ‘activities’ at the beginning 

of each session, which we repeat each time we work with that class. This adds a degree of safety for 

those that need to know what is going to happen. Sometimes, we incorporate signals or cues with 

which they are already familiar. However, as far as possible, we maintain the patte rn throughout the 
project. 

Our ritual is not the ritual. It works for us. There is no ‘right’ way, only a way that works for an 

educator and their learners. We don’t necessarily introduce it all at once but after a few days, the 
pattern looks something like this: 

• Check-in (individual/small group) – could be a general ‘How are you?’ or a focused question 

– ‘Where is your favourite place to sit and think? Why?’ This offers an immediate 

opportunity for learners’ engagement. 

• A ‘design of the day’ – showing what we hope to achieve during the upcoming session and 
how it relates to previous sessions. 

• Reflection upon prior learning involving effective visual feedback – usually photographs or 

video, followed by a discussion about which focus skills were involved and which will be 
needed for the next task. 

• A rendition of a ‘project song’ – often an important cue for younger learners. 

• An introduction to the next task, including success criteria – which we term a ‘quality 

checklist’. 

 

Reflection, Connection and Progression 

Too many changes can be overwhelming and a distraction  

Essentially this ritual is a process of reflection, connection and progression. The familiarity with the 

ritual means that learners are able to focus on the new elements which are introduced. Too many 

changes can be overwhelming and a distraction. (In his best-selling book ‘Thinking Fast and Slow’, 

https://youtu.be/qaUjCLys8eo


psychologist Daniel Kahneman provides evidence about how cognitive overload affects the quality of 
performance.) 

Imagine the impact on a relatively straightforward task, if the layout of a classroom was changed 

daily, including the location of everyday resources. Now imagine the impact these changes would 

have on the success of an unfamiliar task, which may be requiring the application of new skills 
and/or knowledge. 

Many of us are able to drive a car along a familiar route on ‘automatic pilot’. We can engage in 

conversation, listen to music or news programmes, then, hopefully, arrive safely at our destination 

with very little stress experienced. We ‘automatically’ check for hazards and perform tasks and 
manoeuveres. 

However, what happens to us when our familiar route is no longer an option. We have a problem to 

solve! 

'Put a sock in it!' 

Our strategy may involve using a SatNav. Even though the instructions may be clear and precise, 

they can still be confusing. Consider the instruction ‘Continue east.’ How many of us sitting in our 

vehicles, at night (or even in daylight), immediately know which way is east? A heated discuss ion 

may break out amongst passengers, creating more uncertainty and stress for the driver. Many of us 

prefer to reduce external distraction such by turning off music, news or politely asking our 

passengers to ‘put a sock in it!’ 

Impatient fellow motorists may demonstrate their frustration at our hesitation, further increasing 

stress levels. Then we hear, ‘In 250 yards, turn right into New Street.’ So, now we are stressed, and 

trying to calculate 250 yards (a unit of measurement we now only hear on the SatNav) and there are 

a series of rapidly approaching possible right turns…and no street signs. Much to our annoyance, the 
passengers are offering conflicting advice… 

Now let’s imagine having to make an unfamiliar journey, in a car whose controls are reversed ( e.g. 

right-hand drive to left-hand drive) and the SatNav is in different regional accent! Maybe we don ’t 

want to imagine that! 

However, perhaps we should consider that this could be the experience for learners when too 

many things are changed at once. When there is no routine or ritual, the learning process is over-
ridden by anxiety and a grasping for coping strategies. 

The problem of ‘tradition’ 

A final ‘health’ warning…rituals and routines are there for a purpose, to establish patterns which 

provide a degree of ‘safety’. However, they are not an end in themselves. They also need a degree of 

flexibility. Needs may change according to circumstance. Once meaningful rituals must never 

become meaningless, redundant traditions - ‘we do it this way because that’s the way we’ve always 
done it’. 



To return to the driving analogy. Sometimes, a route becomes so familiar that we are not prepared 

to explore other possibilities, even when it becomes clear that it is no longer the best option. Stuck 

in a daily traffic jam we may resort to blaming other motorists, town planners or the demise of 

society in general, rather than recognise that, as the driver, it is our responsibility to explore the 
world beyond our comfort zones. 

As we mentioned at the beginning, we establish routines and rituals that work for us but we are 

quite happy to change or modify them if they are not working for a specific group of learners.  

Which rituals and routines have you established with learners? How do they contribute to the 

learning environment and the learning process? What do the learners think about them? 

Working With YOUR Learners 

 



Frequently in our careers, we have attended training where we have been left scratching our heads 

about how this applies in practice to our particular learners, their specific needs, their age or their 

stage of development. The principles of project-based learning (and our five key concepts) are 

relevant to all ages and situations, but it will look and sound very different depending on the 

context. This is about customising experiences and selecting tools or methods that are rooted in the 

principles but maximise the learning of the individuals.  

'We don't play in this school! We don't learn in this school! We do plearning!' 

For younger learners, the emphasis on play-based approaches can make you question how certain 

elements might fit in practice. However, how you define 'play' and how you organise your 

environment to 'provoke' learning may already lend itself to the principles of project-based learning 

and the five key concepts. It is about having the time and space to consider the connections...and 

the opportunity to share your thinking and be inspired by others.   

 

'We don't play in this school! We don't learn in this school! We do plearning!' 

 

Imagine your horror as a teacher, when a 4 year old exclaims the first two sentences above...in front 

of a council advisor who is conducting a 'learning walk'. This happened. Followed by the phrase 

'plearning' which we quickly adopted as the title for our Foundation Phase Pol icy (3-7 year olds, now 

part of Curriculum for Wales). The Five Key Concepts underpinned our active, play-based approach 

and projects were a key part of our curriculum development.  

"Is it our job to toughen up our children and young people to face a cruel  and heartless world or is 

it our job to raise children and young people who will make the world a little less cruel and 

heartless?" 
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Final Thoughts 

 

Designing for Learning with Five Key Concepts can take time and thought and perseverance. After 

many years, we are still evolving our thinking and practice. It is about seeing connections in the 

curriculum and, in some cases, being brave enough to take a calculated risk. This is always more 

successful in a supportive setting that values reflective practice. Whatever your circumstances, it is 

always beneficial to ask yourself what small changes you can make that might have a big impact. It 

was this type of thinking - small change/big impact (or the 'aggregation of marginal gains') - that 

propelled the British cycling team to dominate their sport for ten years.  

'A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.' 


