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BY MARCUS DE COURTENAY

Educators of all sectors are learning 
designers, often unwittingly.

-Muriel Garreta-Domingo, Peter B. Sloep, Davinia Hernández-Leo

EVERYDAY 
HUMAN-CENTRED 
LEARNING DESIGN
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Human-centred design is fundamentally about 
establishing the user as first principle when 
designing. What do they desire? What will they 
find useful? What is meaningful to them? This 
approach contrasts with the more traditional 
‘expert’ model where a trained individual makes 
decisions for the audience or user (although 
experts may still comprise a part of the human-
centred design process).
 
We can see how human-centred design is 
a natural fit with learning design – and it 
is increasingly being adopted in large scale 
educational initiatives (see, for example, Schools 
2030, the NSW Department of Education or 
Bellweather Education Partners). The entire 
purpose of learning design is to make a program 
that is meaningful, useful and memorable for 
learners.

The human-centred design approach also draws 
on certain key mindsets beyond this central 
premise which resonate with learning objectives. 
It advocates for the power and optimism of 
human creativity, the possibility for more deeply 
understanding each other, and our capacity to 
find accessible and equitable solutions to big 
problems.

IDEO, the organisation credited with bringing 
human-centred design to the mainstream, 
identifies three parts to the process:
• inspiration
• ideation, and
• implementation

The exact design process is always going to be 
different and often constrained by time, budget 
and the expectations of clients - internal or 
external. However, each time we build a learning 
pathway, there is an opportunity to enact a ‘mini 
cycle’ of human-centred design. And the more we 
practice this, the closer we will get to the hearts 
of the user. 

So, let’s talk about a few places where we can 
adopt human-centred design principles to 
optimise our learning design:

ENGAGED BRIEFS
Every time we take a brief as a learning designer, 
we should see it as interviewing the user. 
Interviewing is a key tool in human-centred 
design, allowing us to hear straight from the 
mouth of the user what they are experiencing, 
desiring and hoping. Research shows there is 
nothing more instructive than speaking to the 
people themselves.

We want to be purposeful about the questions 
we ask to try and gather as much information as 
possible about what really matters to them. We 
should deliberately explore both the dimensions 
of content (the information to be conveyed) and 
form (how the session will run). Our approach 
will be supported by using open questions and 
maintaining an energy of curiosity, openness and 
positivity. 
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While our audience are usually front of mind as learning 
designers, sometimes the reality of the job means we are relying 
on scant or incomplete information when designing for them. For 
large programs, we might have the opportunity to commit the 
time and resources to go deep with the needs of the client, but 
what about faster impact work? How do we develop a general 
practice of human-centredness in our approach to learning 
design, whatever the circumstances?
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If possible, try to speak not just to a single leader or 
liaison but to a broader swathe of those receiving the 
training. That way you can hear the voice of a greater 
cross-section of the group and design more meaningfully 
for them. 

DEEP EMPATHY
Chances are you are designing a learning program to 
meet a need. How deeply do you understand that need 
though? We can seek to approach the learning journey 
with an engaged sense of empathy. Ask yourself:
• What are the users feeling right now? (i.e., 

uncertainty, openness, interest)
• How can their needs be met? 
• What will bring relief and/or joy?

It’s easy to rush ahead and design a program that only 
addresses superficial requirements. Instead, try and look 
behind the words to what is sitting at the core of the 
concern. Draw in the information from the interview to 
paint a picture of where the user is sitting.

For example, you may be requested to design a session 
for a new legislative change which will impact on the 
functions of an organisation you are working with. While 
we might, at first glance, think the need is to explain 
the changes in detail, it could be more meaningful to 
identify the relevant resources for attendees to access 
in their own time or assuage the anxiety associated with 
the reforms and their impact on roles. Once you have 
identified the deeper need, you are ready to start ideating 
about how to meet it.

CREATIVE DESIGNS
To find the best ideas, we need a lot of ideas. Human-
centred design focuses on a process of divergence in 
ideas and then convergence to implementation. Start big 
with ideation and use tools to get the creativity going. 
One of the simplest ways is to collaborate and brainstorm 
with others. The energy generated in these interactions 
will deliver a wealth of results and ensure that we get the 
most out of different and diverse voices. It is even better if 
we can co-create and collaborate with the user.

Another highly powerful tool for creative thinking is to 
bring together two ideas from completely different areas 
or contexts – called analogous reasoning or inspiration. 
Take, for example, the competitive edge of Nike and see 
how it might apply to the food sector. Or consider a model 
of life from a natural ecosystem and apply it to real estate 
agents. Famously, Toys R Us was born by analogy of the 
toy store to the supermarket. The more divergent the 
areas, the better. You will be surprised what you can come 
up with by exploring these juxtapositions.

EVER ITERATING
Test your early prototypes with your immediate team 
before taking them to the broader group or external 
clients. Sometimes rolling out to pilot groups can be an 
ideal first step and allow for fine-tuning, which will only 
raise the quality of the work to the next level.

And, even more importantly, never think that it’s over 
once the day has been facilitated. We tend to find asking 
for feedback on content easier than feedback on design. 

To find the best ideas, 
we need a lot of ideas. 
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FURTHER READING AND RESOURCES

Creating More Effective, Efficient and 
Equitable Education Policies with Human-
Centred Design (Jason Weeby, 2018, 
Bellwether Education Partners)
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED585907.
pdf 

Developing a Human-Centered Attitude 
Through Experiential Learning (Roozenburg 
et al., 2011, 4th World Conference on Design 
Research)
https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/267751965_Developing_a_
Human-Centered_Attitude_Through_
Experiential_Learning 

How NSW Department of Education is 
embracing human-centred design (Nadia 
Cameron, 2016, CMO)
https://www.cmo.com.au/article/603589/
how-nsw-department-education-embracing-
human-centred-design/ 

How Strategists Really Think: Tapping the 
Power of Analogy (Giovanni Gavetti & Jan W. 
Rivkin, 2005, Harvard Business Review)
https://hbr.org/2005/04/how-strategists-
really-think-tapping-the-power-of-analogy 

Human-centred design to empower “teachers 
as designers” (Garreta-Domingo et al., 2018, 
British Journal of Educational Technology)
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1111/bjet.12682 

IDEO Tools
https://www.ideo.org/tools 

Schools 2030
https://schools2030.org/ 

Design is equally, if not more, important. Try and access feedback from the group 
through any avenues available. Observe how they react and engage with the session 
and use this to iterate further on your practice for next time.

HUMAN-CENTRED VIRTUALITY
One clear example of where human-centred design in learning has traditionally fallen 
down is in technological adaptations to online learning. Rather than starting with the 
user, we have been dictated by platform constraints leading to infamously poor (not 
to mention boring) learning experiences.  

With the move to hybrid work environments, we need to be mindful of employing 
virtual environments that are user-centric. There is a myriad of different platforms 
available now (one great one is Miro). Think about how the user will experience the 
platform, and, if possible, test it with them. They are always your best guide! When in 
doubt – the human element should prevail. 

It may not be possible to commit to an extensive design process for every 
learning program but we can move our practice of learning design, little by 
little, to become more human-centred. By elevating our mindsets around 
empathy, curiosity and creativity, we will deliver a service which will also 
elevate our co-creators. 

MARCUS DE COURTENAY

MARCUS DE COURTENAY

Marcus de Courtenay is part of the team at Performance Frontiers, working with 
leaders committed to transformation and dedicated to making a meaningful 
impact in a complex world. Marcus believes how we deliver our ideas is 
intrinsically connected to their meaning for listeners. He works tirelessly to make 
that meaning richer and deeper, with every word.
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