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ABSTRACT 

Students who experience low willingness to communicate (WTC), especially 

orally, are less likely to feel engaged and valued in the classroom. This can lead to a 

problematic downward spiral of participation and achievement. The literature suggests 

that low WTC is influenced by feelings of anxiety, or communication apprehension, as 

well as low self-confidence in one’s communication capabilities. Teaching practices such 

as the design thinking model can help to create an environment conducive to improved 

WTC. Design thinking encourages students to use empathy to generate solutions to 

complex problems. Its focus on open-mindedness creates an environment in which 

students experience less communication apprehension. At the same time, the design 

thinking model offers many opportunities for students to improve linguistic competence, 

thereby increasing their communicative self-confidence. Ultimately, teachers who 

integrate elements of the design thinking model into their practice have the potential to 

improve the teaching and learning environment for all. 

Keywords: Language learning; communication competence; design thinking; willingness 

to communicate. 
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Introduction 

Today’s schools are attempting to adapt to a pace of global societal change that is 

only expected to accelerate. This dynamic outlook towards the future has inspired several 

educational reforms that focus on cultivating skills and habits, ultimately empowering 

students to adapt more quickly in uncertain territory. Among them include the 

progressive education model, which emphasizes transdisciplinarity, critical analysis and 

the development of the whole child. In recent decades, many educational institutions and 

programs, including those in New Brunswick, have transitioned away from a traditional 

learning approach in favour of a more progressive and holistic model. One example of 

such programs is the International Baccalaureate (IB) program, which is centred upon a 

learner profile including 10 holistic attributes that all IB students should strive to develop. 

Similarly, the New Brunswick Global Competencies, a foundational document that 

supports the learning approach all public schools from K-12, describes a variety of well-

rounded attributes that anchor learning and student achievement.  

During my first year as a teacher in New Brunswick, I taught Grade 8 math and 

science in a public school piloting a project called the “Centre d’Apprentissage”. This 

project sought to incorporate several aspects of the progressive learning movement, 

including increased innovation and collaboration, into the classroom. One of the major 

changes implemented by the school was the integration of all the Grade 8 students (62 in 

total) into a combined class. This environment changed the traditional classroom dynamic 

and learning experience for everyone involved. In the province of New Brunswick, the 

public school system is divided into an Anglophone and a Francophone sector. Although 

I was working in a Francophone school, this school served a region in which less than 5% 
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of residents speak French at home. Many of the students were thus reluctant to express 

themselves in class, gripped by a combination of pre-existing linguistic insecurity of 

speaking or writing in French, and the additional social anxiety of confronting such a 

large group. Furthermore, as I only had one or two instructional hours per day with the 

whole group at once, the classroom environment was less intimate and conducive to 

relationship-building. It was thus more difficult to incorporate my students’ interests into 

my teaching. These conditions led to a problematic lack of engagement which was 

demonstrated in part by low willingness to communicate. Willingness to communicate 

(WTC) is defined as the readiness of an individual to enter into discourse at a given time 

(MacIntyre et al., 1998). I recognized that this gap was creating a downward spiral in 

which students were less willing to communicate, leading to them feeling less and less 

competent in the subject matter area, which only further decreased their likelihood to 

engage with their peers or me as the school year went on.  

Throughout the school year, I tried several different approaches to increase WTC 

in an effort to improve the classroom dynamic as well as learning outcomes. I found that 

many passive learning strategies, such as having students read a text and respond to 

questions, were especially unsuccessful in engaging students or inciting discussion. As a 

science teacher with a background in consulting engineering, I was curious to test design 

thinking-based lesson plans to see if they would engage my students and encourage them 

to develop the self-confidence to contribute. Design thinking in education entails an 

iterative process in which students work collaboratively to propose and refine solutions to 

a complex, ill-defined problem (Henriksen, Richardson, & Mehta, 2017). I found that 

many of the components of successful design thinking-based teaching at the middle-
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school level can be leveraged to improve students’ WTC, especially in the context of 

learning an additional language. Furthermore, the design thinking framework lends itself 

well to the development of the Global Competencies elaborated in the 2023-2025 holistic 

New Brunswick curriculum, as well as the descriptors outlined by the IB learner profile. 

Developing teaching practices for multilingual learners is especially relevant to the 

province of New Brunswick, given its complex linguistic portrait and changing 

demographics. 

French linguistic background and current landscape of New Brunswick 

New Brunswick is Canada’s only officially French-English bilingual province. Its 

dual track public school system serves 68,128 students in the Anglophone sector and 

29,135 students in the Francophone sector as of 2020 (Government of New Brunswick, 

2021). All students in both systems are required to study the other official language for at 

least a portion of their academic career. Furthermore, within the Anglophone system, 

over 36% of eligible students are enrolled in French immersion, in which a majority of 

academic subjects are taught in French (Canadian Parents for French, 2019). 

These statistics might provide a snapshot linguistic portrait of the province, but 

they do not explain its complex history of cultural and linguistic persecution. The 

territory that is now New Brunswick was inhabited by Indigenous peoples for over 

12,500 years. Over time, Nations such as the Wolastoqyik, Mi’kmaq, and 

Passamaquoddy formed with distinct languages and cultures (Foley, 2020). During the 

16th to the 18th century, colonization by the French and English, and their ensuing brutal 

conflicts and cultural policies, served to disrupt and assimilate these Indigenous people 

into western culture. This involved the eradication of Indigenous languages. 
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Concurrently, the ongoing disputes between colonizing countries created a power 

dynamic between the French and English. French-speaking settlers, who by the mid 18th 

century had successfully developed a thriving way of life and unique Acadian culture in 

the Maritimes, were subsequently subjected to attacks from the English intended to 

eradicate them from the territory. The English forcefully deported the Acadians in the 

18th century to other parts of North America and even France, fragmenting and 

devastating their settlements over the course of several years. A small portion of these 

families managed to make their way back to New Brunswick over the following 

centuries, re-establishing a sizeable Acadian population concentrated in the north and east 

of the province (Griffiths, 1993). These conflicts and resettlements contribute to New 

Brunswick’s complex linguistic historical landscape. 

The legacy of the socio-political persecution of the French in New Brunswick has 

important implications for WTC in French heritage language users and learners. The 

disruption and displacement of French settlers to the province has resulted in the 

development of several distinct Acadian French language varieties. Acadian French 

differs from region to region, but commonly features many older French words and 

accents. One of the most distinct varieties, chiac, has developed in the south-east of the 

province where there is considerable contact and language borrowing from English. 

Chiac employs vocabulary and grammatical structures from both English and French 

(Gérin, 1983). As a result, chiac speakers often find that their language variety is quite 

different from that of Francophone communities in the French-majority province of 

Québec, the French found in popular media, and even the standard French taught in 

schools (Allard & Landry, 1998). Thus, many heritage French speakers in the province 
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report linguistic insecurity; overly negative perceptions of their own French language 

abilities. In fact, as many heritage French speakers increase their mastery of English over 

time to access job opportunities or interact in the community, they may even perceive 

themselves to be more capable of communicating clearly in English, leading to them 

using English even with other Francophones. This phenomenon effectively contributes to 

assimilation into the English language and further loss of community Francophone 

vitality (Allard & Landry, 1998). Linguistic insecurity is experienced by a larger 

proportion of students in Francophone minority regions (Boudreau & Dubois, 1992). This 

is especially concerning as there has a general trend of anglicization across Francophone 

regions in the province for several decades. 

Linguistic insecurity can also change the preferred language spoken at home. For 

example, parents of French heritage may suffer linguistic insecurity to such a degree that 

they are not comfortable speaking French at home. While these parents may hope that a 

French education will provide their children with the skills to support French as a primary 

language, children learning in a French academic context might find that their education 

does not provide them with the right skills to successfully engage in conversation in the 

home setting. From my observations in the classroom, an aging population and exogamy 

has meant that many young people today have fewer strong personal connections to 

individuals in their lives that speak French exclusively. For heritage language learners, 

developing the ability to converse with their loved ones is a main source of motivation to 

develop their language skills (Noels, 2013). Declining motivation in this regard can 

contribute to low overall WTC in French, especially for those in English-majority 

communities. 
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In the French second language (FSL) setting, WTC remains an important 

consideration for students and educators alike. Research into effective immersion 

practices suggests that integration of relevant content to language learning, as opposed to 

language being taught in isolation, is one of the cornerstones of effective teaching and 

learning (Genesee, 1994). For immersion students with beginner second language 

competency, their own perception of their linguistic competency has been shown to be 

the most reliable predictor of WTC (MacIntyre et al., 2003). Thus, early immersion 

teaching should focus on developing the building blocks of communication that students 

want and need to use, in order to help them feel more confident and capable in their L2 

context. As immersion students advance in their program and presumably improve their 

communication competence, their level of apprehension about using the language has 

been shown to be more important in determining WTC (MacIntyre et al., 2003). Creating 

a welcoming, supportive environment where students feel free of judgement is thus 

another essential component of improving WTC.  

Finally, it is important to consider that across both the Anglophone and 

Francophone systems, regardless of the program of study, classroom demographics are 

changing. The rate of newcomers to the province has increased dramatically in recent 

years, fuelled largely by permanent immigrants with neither French nor English as a 

mother tongue (Hamm et al., 2021). In all, at any given time, a sizeable portion of 

students in New Brunswick are expected to use a different language in the classroom than 

the one they use at home. Developing strategies to improve L2 WTC should thus be a 

priority for educators across the province. 
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It is clear that for many public school students in New Brunswick, choice of 

language presents challenges to communication. The interwoven history of persecution 

and related linguistic insecurity of heritage French speakers in the province has left 

indelible marks on both the French immersion program and the Francophone system. 

Today, in both settings, many students consider French their second or additional 

language. In the context of New Brunswick, broadly speaking, the influence of 

Anglophone media and the rise of English as a global language are factors that present 

further challenges to teaching and learning in French. Thus, it is reasonable to assume 

that there are classrooms across the province struggling with low WTC in the target 

language. This phenomenon has undesirable consequences, as less frequent 

communication has been associated with lower student engagement and lower rates of 

language acquisition. 

This project reviewed current research on WTC in the second and additional 

language context. It described the elements of the design thinking framework, including 

several contemporary studies on the design thinking in education and its influence on 

interpersonal communication. My project culminated in a conference session at an IB 

education symposium hosted by the University of New Brunswick on March 26-27, 

2024. At this session, I presented my findings and personal experiences as an educator 

who successfully incorporated elements of the design thinking model into my teaching. 

To support other educators, I described practical solutions to problems that I encountered 

throughout the process and provided them with a package of design thinking project ideas 

ready to implement in the classroom. 
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Willingness to communicate 

Why are some students eager to speak up in class, while others would rather 

shrink into the background? What can educators do to ensure that all students feel that 

they are able to communicate freely? The concept of WTC has emerged in recent decades 

as an important factor in first language (L1) and L2 communication. Willingness to 

communicate has major implications for teaching and learning, including ramifications 

for student engagement and successful second language acquisition. 

The concept of WTC was originally developed in the L1 context. McCroskey and 

Baer (1985) first described this construct after inverting work by Burgoon (1976) on 

unwillingness to communicate and communication avoidance. McCroskey (1992) 

defined WTC as the likelihood of an individual to speak out when given the opportunity. 

McCroskey and Baer (1985) acknowledged that factors such as time stressors, intent, or 

level of familiarity with the interlocutor may influence the willingness of an individual to 

engage in communication at a given moment. However, despite the role of these factors, 

they proposed that WTC is a “personality variable” (McCroskey & Baer, 1985, p. 1) that 

remains relatively constant across communication situations from one individual to the 

next. McCroskey and Baer’s WTC scale (1985), which includes references to 20 different 

communication contexts, was developed to measure and validate this assumption. Results 

from a survey of 428 college students suggested that an individual’s WTC in one context 

or with one receiver type was indeed highly related to their WTC in other contexts and 

other receivers. Essentially, an individual who was often willing to communicate during 

meetings could also be expected to demonstrate the same behaviour with acquaintances 

or friends (McCroskey & Baer, 1985).  
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If it is indeed true that WTC is an innate characteristic of individuals, with only a 

moderate level of situational variability, McCroskey and Richmond (1987) were 

interested in exploring the multiple hypothesized antecedents to WTC. Variables such as 

introversion and alienation had previously been associated with an individual’s inherent 

predisposition towards communication (Burgoon, 1973). Subsequent research indicated 

that among the variables studied, (self) perceived communication competence and 

communication apprehension were the most strongly correlated with WTC (McCroskey 

& Richmond, 1987).  

Self-Perceived Communication Competence 

Self-perceived communication competence (SPCC) refers to an individual’s 

perception of their own ability to pass along information (McCroskey & McCroskey, 

1988). In general, SPCC is formed over time by an individual’s experiences and 

interactions. For example, a student who enjoys public speaking and is consistently told 

by teachers, friends, and family that they are a “natural storyteller” may report a high 

level of SPCC in these communication situations. Interestingly, SPCC appears to be 

independent of actual communicative ability (McCroskey & McCroskey, 1988).  

Communication Apprehension 

McCroskey (1976) defined communication apprehension (CA) as an individual’s 

level of fear or anxiety with regards to real or anticipated communication with others. 

This response is thought to have a negative effect on performance and can vary from mild 

forms in which an individual experiences feelings of discomfort associated with 

communication, to severe forms in which an individual may be completely unable to 
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communicate. McCroskey (1997) made a distinction between trait CA, a widespread 

anxiety experienced across a variety of contexts, and state CA, which is situation-

specific. Trait CA can be debilitating to normal processes of life such as relationship 

building and educational or professional experiences (Beatty et al., 2011). Individuals 

with trait CA attempt to avoid any form of communication if possible and suffer major 

anxiety-like feelings when communication is forced (Dwyer & Fus, 2002). Conversely, 

state CA, that is, situation-specific CA, is a normal phenomenon experienced by virtually 

everyone at some point in their lives. For example, many people become nervous before 

giving an important speech, or before performing in front of an audience full of people 

(McCroskey, 1977). The fear of being judged by others, underperforming, or not being 

understood are just some of the concerns that may contribute to an individual’s CA in a 

given situation.  

Self-perceived communication competence and communication apprehension, 

while distinct attributes, have both been shown to be reliable indicators of an individual’s 

WTC in both early and more contemporary studies (Chesebro et al., 1992; Croucher, 

2013). Studies of WTC amongst schoolchildren once again suggested than an individual 

may report differing levels of SPCC or CA depending on situational variables. These may 

include communication context, recipients, knowledge of the subject matter, among 

others (Chesebro et al., 1992). For example, a student who has previously been harshly 

criticized by a teacher for mumbling may report lower levels of SPCC when giving a 

class presentation, as their past experiences suggest to them that the teacher will not 

understand them, at the same time as they experience higher CA due to a fear of 

judgement.  
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McCroskey’s (eg., 1992, 1990) work was foundational in defining the concept of 

WTC and identifying its most highly correlated personality factors. Meanwhile, 

MacIntyre (eg., 1997, 1998) sought to build upon this research and identify the 

psychological processes that determine an individual’s WTC at both the trait and state 

level. His research resulted in a conceptual model of trait CA that illustrates the interplay 

between extraversion and emotional stability, and the subsequent influences of these 

personality traits on self-esteem, CA, and competence. His model (Figure 1) supported 

the idea that WTC was influenced majoritarily by CA and SPCC (MacIntyre et al., 1999).  
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Figure 1 

MacIntyre’s Model of the Causal Relationships Between Antecedents to WTC 

 

Note.  MacIntyre, Babin, & Clément (1999, p. 218).  

L2 Communication Motivation in the Classroom 

Up until the mid 1990s, the socio-educational model of L2 acquisition developed 

by Gardner (1983) was one of the most widely accepted. Gardner’s model proposed that 

an L2 learner’s motivation is the product of their integrativeness, or desire to interact 

with members of a target language community, and their attitude towards the learning 

situation, including their opinion of their language teacher and course. This tripartite 

cluster was named the integrative motive of L2 learning, which in turn, influences the 

aptitude and motivation level of the student to participate in the classroom and in 

informal situations (Figure 2). The model also shows that experiences in both contexts 
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shape the learner’s linguistic outcomes, meaning their language skills and knowledge, as 

well as their non-linguistic outcomes, such as interest in the culture. 

Figure 2 

Gardner’s Socio-educational Model of Second Language Acquisition 

 

Note. Gardner (1983, p. 222).  

MacIntyre (1998) continued his work on WTC by exploring its relationship with 

L2 acquisition. He explained that “[i]t is highly unlikely that WTC in the second 

language (L2) is a simple manifestation of WTC in the L1” (MacIntyre et al., 1998, p. 

546). Instead, a multitude of social, psychological, and linguistic variables interact 

together to determine an individual’s WTC in their L2. He proposed a heuristic model 

including six layers of factors that underlay an individual’s decision to communicate in 

an L2 at a given moment of time (Figure 3). Broadly, the pyramid-shaped model is 

divided into two parts: situation-specific influences (layers I, II, & III), and enduring 

influences (layers IV, V, & VI).  
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Figure 3 

Heuristic Model of Variables Influencing WTC in an L2 

 

Note. MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels (1998, p. 547).  

Of the situational variables that affect SPCC and CA, the language of discourse is 

perhaps one of the most important (MacIntyre, 2020). This is because communicating in 

a different language often insinuates other major changes, such as particular social setting 

and the level of the individual’s language competence, which can contribute to a 

heightened fear response (MacIntyre et al., 1998). Again, MacIntyre (1998) 

acknowledged the importance of L2 confidence, “which is primarily defined by 

judgements of proficiency and feelings of apprehension” (p. 551), in determining L2 

WTC.  
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L2 Self-Perceived Communication Competence  

MacIntyre (1998) found that students and even teachers working in an L2 often 

report an extreme unwillingness to communicate that is starkly different from their 

position in their L1.  Second language users may genuinely lack the ability to 

communicate in certain scenarios and may feel especially incompetent if they know they 

would be able to effectively communicate in their L1. Furthermore, given that SPCC is 

formed over time by a user’s experiences, depending on the context, L2 users may have a 

much more limited pool of related positive experiences upon which they construct their 

SPCC. For this reason, individuals with sufficient communication skills to convey their 

ideas may still present as very unwilling to communicate, and vice versa. Notably, in 

other studies, high levels of L2 SPCC were found to moderate the influence of negative 

emotions on WTC, such as (Nadeem et al., 2023). This means that higher SPCC may 

encourage users to speak more often, despite experiences which may lead to negative 

feelings such as fear, anxiety and hopelessness. In contrast, it is known that certain 

communication behaviours that are often negatively received by others, such as 

stuttering, have been found to lower an individual’s overall SPCC (Werle et al., 2021).   

Specific to the L2 context, accent strength is another factor that may result in low 

SPCC despite a solid understanding of the language. In particular, research on accent 

attitudes suggests that native speakers may perceive non-native speakers with an accent 

to be less proficient and less intelligible (Cargile et al., 1994). Furthermore, speaking 

English with a perceived non-native accent has generally been shown to lead to negative 

judgements on social status, educational background and overall intelligence (Jenkins, 

2007). A study of at-risk middle and junior high school students across the USA suggests 
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that “non-standard” language variations and dialects are also related to low SPCC 

(Cheseboro et al., 1992). The definition of “non-native accents” is contentious and 

socially constructed (for a discussion of this, see Ryan, 1983; Shuck, 2009). However, as 

Chesebro et al. (1992) explained, “[i]n almost every community, whether there is a 

substantial ethnic minority of not, there are numerous students who speak with an accent 

and/or dialect that is not “mainstream” (p. 355). Thus, the relationship between L2 SPCC 

and WTC is relevant to virtually all educational contexts.  

L2 Communication Apprehension 

Language anxiety is a relatively common experience for L2 users and learners, so 

much so that the term language anxiety has been used to describe the specific 

phenomenon of CA in an L2 (MacIntyre, 2007). Many people claim that they are not 

“good with languages” and report feelings of apprehension or resistance unique to the 

language learning experience, despite being highly motivated and quick learners in other 

situations (Horwitz et al., 1986.). In comparison to learning other academic subjects, 

language learning is unique in that it has a particular impact on an individual’s self-

image; an immature grasp of the L2 can lead to feelings of inauthenticity, frustration and 

vulnerability when communicating with others. Horowitz et al. (1986) suggested that 

“[p]robably no other field of study implicates self-concept and self-expression to the 

degree that language study does” (p. 128). Furthermore, language learning often implies 

an immersion in a foreign cultural experience that includes different social norms. This 

environment can be destabilizing for an individual and increase feelings of uncertainty, 

and thus, anxiety. The effects of language anxiety can be discouraging to language 

learners. At moderate levels, students may shy away from contributing in class, sit in the 
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back or respond in a whisper to avoid being judged. In severe forms, students may 

completely abandon the language learning experience and abstain from any future 

interactions with the language (Imura, 2004). In a study of L2 WTC, MacIntyre, Noels, 

and Clément (1997) found that individuals with higher levels of communication 

apprehension tend to report lower levels of communication competence, despite no 

objective differences in their communication abilities. 

To date, research on communication shows that SPCC and CA are also strong 

determinants of L2 WTC, although many people report lower WTC when using an 

additional language. Baker and MacIntyre (2003) suggested that students who report low 

SPCC and high CA often experience a downward spiral of WTC and language learning. 

These students, who are anxious and feel like they are not capable, are more likely to 

avoid opportunities to engage in communication. In doing so, these students “deprive 

themselves of the opportunity to improve their proficiency and experience” (Baker & 

MacIntyre, 2003, p. 71). Similarly, a meta-analytic review by Allen and Bourhis (2009) 

suggested a consistent negative relationship between communication apprehension and 

communication quality and quantity. Without engagement with positive communication 

experiences, student anxiety typically remains high while their SPCC remains low.  

Numerous studies in the domain of L1 and L2 communication support the 

premise that high SPCC and low CA are the strongest predictors of high WTC 

(Burroughs et al., 2009; MacIntyre et al., 1999; Qinghe, 2024). Public schools have the 

potential to influence the development of these traits. Much of a person’s self-confidence 

in communication, along with their attitude towards learning, is cultivated over time in 

the classroom setting (Wigfield et al., 1991). Thus, it is the responsibility of educators, 
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administrators, and policy makers to support the development of educational 

programming that is both conducive to confidence building in communication, while 

offering an accepting and encouraging environment. Design thinking, with its 

collaborative and process-based approach, is an example of one such type of 

programming. 

Design Thinking 

Design thinking is a relatively modern concept in the domain of education. The 

term represents a creative idea-generating process that incorporates elements of 

engineering, arts, and the social sciences (Buchanan, 1992). Many credit the Hasso 

Plattner Institute of Design, or Stanford d.school, for defining and popularizing the 

process. Their model (Figure 4) includes five stages; empathizing, defining, ideating, 

prototyping, and testing (Hasso Plattner Institute of Design).  
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Figure 4 

The Five Elements of the Design Thinking Process as Defined by the Stanford d.school 

 

Note: Hasso Plattner Institute of Design (2024). 

Over the years, the term has evolved to describe a problem-solving process 

applied by various students and professionals in many different contexts, from improving 

services, to urban planning, to resolving societal issues and beyond. More precisely, 

design thinking has been defined as an iterative creative process used to propose and test 

solutions to “wicked” problems, which can be described as ill-defined challenges with no 

set answer (Rittel & Webber, 1973). This model facilitates responding to real human and 

ecological needs, whether this be through technology use, product development, systems, 

or structures (Goldman & Zielezinski, 2022). The following exemplar scenario explores 

what each stage in the design thinking process could look like. 
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For example, hallway congestion in a public school that is over-capacity might be 

considered a wicked problem. There is no obvious and immediate solution to the 

problem, given that building an addition or reducing student numbers is not usually 

feasible in the short-term. Furthermore, the problem does not have one “best” solution, 

since there are a virtually unlimited number of approaches that could have a positive 

impact. Using the design thinking approach, improving the situation first involves 

developing an in-depth understanding of the problem and empathy for those involved. 

Upon speaking with teachers and students, a design team might find that the hallway 

congestion is particularly problematic on certain days when teachers are trying to 

administer tests, or that the congestion has led to other related issues, such as students 

being late to class because of the traffic. Once the designers have empathized with the 

stakeholders, they must define one aspect of the problem deemed to be the most 

significant. Perhaps the designers decide to define the issue primarily as a threat to a 

conducive learning environment because of noise pollution. From this definition, the 

designers will ideate, generating various solutions to the problem: sound-absorbing 

panels in the classrooms or halls, staggered class times, or re-organizing the layout of the 

school to create designated quiet zones, to name a few. During the prototyping stage, 

designers will create mock-ups of various solutions, such as a fire-safe sound absorbing 

blanket that could be hung from the walls, or a revised school schedule. Testing involves 

putting the solutions into the environment and evaluating their success. Since the design 

thinking process is iterative, these phases can be revisited and repeated until a viable 

solution is found (Foster, 2019). 
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Many consider design thinking to fall within the realm of constructivist 

approaches to education. According to the constructionist theory of learning, knowledge 

is created through interaction with the subject matter that allows the learner to create and 

connect new experiences to their pre-existing knowledge (Harris & Alexander, 1998). 

Incorporating the design thinking process into the classroom allows for students to 

engage with authentic tasks and real challenges that exist in our world. Design sets itself 

apart from other disciplines, such as science, law, or art because it lies at the intersection 

of synthesizing and what is tangible (Owen, 2007). 

Figure 5  

The Positioning of Design Thinking in Relation to Other Academic Disciplines 

 

Note. Owen (2007, p. 18).  

Design thinking emerged in education in the early 2000s (Norman, 2001). 

Educators who first implemented this framework into their practice began to recognize its 

potential to increase relevance and motivation in learning. Its emphasis on groupwork 

and creation of solutions of personal importance places the learner at the centre of the 
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experience, instead of the instructor (Norman, 2001). Working through the design 

thinking model has even been shown to help students handle problems in their personal 

lives (Razzouk & Shute, 2012). This is because elements of each of the five stages 

encourage the development of important competencies and skills, many of which are 

related to communication, motivation, and engagement. 

Empathy 

Empathy is the first focus of the design thinking model, as the designer must learn 

to communicate and appreciate the user’s point of view. Empathy is a complex construct 

with nuanced definitions in a variety of disciplines. Generally, the term refers to the 

cognitive ability to understand, appreciate, and respond appropriately to the emotions of 

another person (Cuff et al., 2014). Whether or not empathy is teachable is a contentious 

topic. For example, the field of social work has included empathic responsiveness as part 

of its practical education since the 1960s. This has included educating and training such 

skills as paraphrasing within the context of dyads and triads (Kaplowitz, 1967). However, 

many believe that empathy is more of an innate attribute that can only be enhanced with 

educational interventions. Stein (as cited in Davis, 1990), a German phenomenologist, 

postulates that empathy cannot be caused or forced to happen. Instead, she stated that 

empathy is experienced when an individual has developed and practiced the expected 

behaviours, such as good listening skills. Regardless of one’s position on the subject, 

practicing empathy and developing skills that increase interpersonal awareness and 

understanding have been shown to increase empathic responses in youth. The level of 

development and change in adolescent empathy has been shown to predict individual 

variation in social competencies in adulthood (Allemand, et al., 2014). There has been 
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increasing interest in recent years regarding school-based interventions to improve 

empathy after researchers determined a link between student deficit in empathy and 

aggressive behaviours in the classroom (Silke et al., 2018). While low empathy in 

students has been shown to correlate with victimisation and bully behaviours, high levels 

of empathy have been positively associated with prosocial and helping behaviours in 

youth and adults (Marshall et al., 2019). Thus, incorporating practices and programming 

in schools that promote the development of empathy is of interest to many educators. 

The design thinking model always begins with empathizing with the user. This 

stage, as described by the Stanford d-school, requires the designer to seek understanding 

in a non-judgemental way. Designers may conduct interviews, develop surveys, or 

perform field visits to gain a more thorough perspective into the viewer’s world. Early 

studies on this aspect of design thinking suggest that it is effective in increasing student 

empathy. For example, Dawbin et al. (2021) conducted a study measuring the change in 

empathy of Year 10 boys in Australia (aged 15-17 years) who completed a design 

thinking project intended to assist female victims of domestic and family violence. At the 

beginning of the project, students read a case study about a young mother who had 

received threats of physical harm and recently escaped with her two children to a 

women’s refuge. They then completed the Comprehensive State Empathy Scale test. To 

initiate Stage 1, Empathize, students listened to presentations from several speakers, 

including police officers from the Domestic Violence squad and women’s refuge 

caseworkers. The student groups were then given strategies for conducting empathy 

interviews to ask questions to the various presenters and used empathy maps to 

consolidate their findings. Over the course of the next five days, the students worked in 
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small groups to better understand and then develop ideas that would improve the lives of 

these victims. This involved iterating through Stages 2 – 5: Define, Ideate, Prototype and 

Testing. After completing their projects, the students read another case study about a 

different domestic abuse victim and completed the Comprehensive State Empathy Scale 

for a second time. Then, the student groups presented their ideas, ranging from a florist 

training program for therapy and financial independence, a community housing project, a 

camp for teenagers staying at the local women’s refuge, and apps to support youth 

experiencing family violence. 

The results of this study suggest that the design thinking program was a 

successful intervention in improving the empathic state of the students. Significant 

increases from the pre-test scores were reported in five of the six subscales measured by 

the survey: empathic concern, distress, shared affect, empathic imagination and cognitive 

empathy. Teachers and parents also remarked how invested the students were throughout 

the process, with one explaining that “it was inspiring… to see how engaged the boys 

were and how seriously and respectfully they undertook this task. I think this will have a 

lifelong impact on them” (Dawbin et al., 2021, p. 450).  

Furthermore, a qualitative classroom ethnographic study at a middle school in the 

USA examined the relationship between students’ expression of empathy during 

problem-based design thinking (PBDT) tasks (McCurdy, Nickels, & Bush, 2020). 

Students participated in four weeks of a weekly “STEM Third Space Genius Hour” in 

which they selected and developed their own original PBDT task to solve. In-class 

discussions, interviews, and artefacts were analyzed for themes or patterns after the four-

week period. The authors identified a common theme of care and concern for 
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relationships, communities and environments that mattered to the students because of 

personal experience, career interest, or societal concerns. For example, one student who 

had previously been bullied chose to develop solutions to help others in a similar 

situation to seek help. Others chose to work on solutions for individuals in situations less 

familiar to them, such as children on the autism spectrum or malnutrition in developing 

countries. These students took on a spokesperson role, actively researching workable 

knowledge to better represent their target user. The authors concluded that “[e]mpathy 

was revealed as being the motor to engage students in the problem-solving task which 

provided the fuel to engage them in the more critical thinking and technical practices of 

STEM (McCurdy et al., 2020, p. 37)”.  

Empathetic adolescents are better able to form and maintain relationships 

throughout their lives (Stern & Cassidy, 2018). Design thinking programming in schools 

has been shown to improve student empathy for causes that are both familiar and 

unfamiliar to them. In addition, empathy for the user has been shown to be a driving force 

that motivates the students to pursue their learning and engage in the task. Explicitly 

teaching communication skills, such as interviewing, storytelling, and active listening can 

contribute to a learning environment in which students feel more comfortable to express 

themselves. Furthermore, practicing these communication scenarios may help students to 

feel more competent in a larger variety of communication scenarios.  
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Learning to Learn  

As the student moves through the define, ideate, and prototyping stages, they 

encounter opportunities to master different types of communication tools that allow for 

thoughtful planning and collaboration. Design thinking is commonly used to develop new 

products or other physical object or entities. In the context of the classroom, research has 

shown that students engaged in this type of design often prematurely jump to end-stage 

modelling, such as building 3-D models, when they are not taught the purpose and value 

of planning stages and design tools (Hope, 2005; Welch, 1998). The design thinking 

model differs in that it prioritizes the learning process over the end product. By 

dedicating time to phases that do not require a product, students learn to take the time to 

brainstorm, plan, sketch, and collaborate with team members.  

A study of design thinking at the elementary level in Finland explored the 

implications of the design challenge on collaboration and communication among students 

(Kaiju, 2013). The researcher followed 32 students aged 10-11 years old as they 

participated in a lamp designing project spanning 11 sessions. The students worked in 

groups of two to four and were guided by an interior designer. An analysis of one 

particular group shows the breakdown of the productive components of each session 

(Figure 6). Ideating, elaborating, and sketching all represented a considerable portion of 

the overall process. 
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Figure 6  

Time Dedicated by Student Group Members to Different Tasks Over the Course of 11 

Design Thinking Sessions

 

Note. Kaiju (2013, p. 33). 

The results of the Kaiju (2013) study suggest that the design thinking process, 

when correctly instructed, places large emphasis on the preparatory stages in which 

students develop many soft skills. Furthermore, while design thinking is typically 

presented as a 5-step model, students are often observed revisiting previous steps to 

clarify and re-work ideas among group members. Further analysis of the students’ use of 

drawings, tools and dimensions of body and space throughout the sessions suggest that 

these aids allowed for consideration of technical features, which is not typical of 

elementary-aged students. In Kaiju’s study, the interior designer showed how a 

measuring tape could be hung from the ceiling to visualize the lamp’s size. The students 

then worked together to hang a model of the lampshade from the ceiling as one observed 

from afar, adjusting their sketches several times until they were satisfied. The author 

suggested that “[c]ompetence in designing cannot be reached through interaction that is 

merely verbal”, but instead also depends on the use of materials, embodied 

communication, and interaction with group members, space, and physical models (Kaiju, 

2013, p. 40). This research suggests that oral WTC is but one piece of the communication 
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puzzle, and that explicit instruction in tool use and modelling is effective at engaging 

students and encouraging communication through these other means. Furthermore, the 

design thinking sessions provided an opportunity for the groups to practice sharing, 

attentive listening and negotiating skills, all of which were deemed essential for a 

successful design thinking process. 

Collaboration 

In a separate study, Yilmaz (2021) explored the effects of a design-thinking 

project on the student learning experience within the context of a human communication 

and technology undergraduate course. Analysis of the students’ self-reflection essays 

revealed that the design thinking framework “seemed to help students overcome the 

unique challenges associated with teamwork such as conflict, social loafing, coordination 

problems, and so on” (Yilmaz, 2021, p. 227). Once again, the students benefitted from 

collaborative communication tools that were explicitly modeled as part of the process, 

including individual brainstorming lists that were then pooled and evaluated as a group. 

As one student wrote,  

During our ideation assignment, each group member had to write down a list of 

brain-stormed ideas and post each and every one of them to narrow it down. This 

forced us to contribute individually and then discuss ideas as a group. From our 

created lists, we were able to build on each other’s ideas and narrow it down. 

Collaborating helped us a lot with being creative in our assignment. (Yilmaz, 

2021, p. 227) 
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 In contrast to other group projects, which may not include any attention to group 

dynamics or communication, design thinking encourages the use of tools that allow for 

improved collaboration and fairness. 

Ideation and Open-Mindedness  

Furthermore, the design thinking process cultivates open-mindedness in students. 

A key attribute in the IB learner profile, open-mindedness is a characteristic that 

encourages interpersonal communication in the classroom (Cui, 2022; International 

Baccalaureate, 2013). Open-mindedness has been defined as being “willing and within 

limits able to transcend a default cognitive standpoint in order to take up seriously the 

merits of a distinct cognitive standpoint” (Baer, 2011, p. 152). During the ideate stage of 

the design thinking model, designers are encouraged to generate as many ideas as 

possible and to welcome contributions from all team members (Bene & McNeilly, 2020) 

. In contrast to convergent thinking, where group members attempt to narrow down 

solutions, design thinking encourages a divergent thinking model that is spontaneous and 

free-form (Yilmaz, 2021). While both types of thinking are needed in problem-solving, 

good designers consciously welcome others’ ideas (Paulus et al., 2018). Design thinking 

assumes that “the greater the number of ideas generated, the greater the chance of finding 

a good one” (Dell’Era et al., 2020, p. 330) . In this way, the design thinking model offers 

students an opportunity to consciously practice open-mindedness. Open-minded 

dynamics are important to communication within groups as they have been shown to 

facilitate open exchange and discussion of diverse ideas and perspectives (Mitchell, 

Parker & Giles, 2012).  
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Iteration 

Finally, the iterative nature of the design thinking model is also conducive to 

improving classroom WTC. Providing students with multiple opportunities to test and fail 

within the same project can foster a sense of familiarity that lowers communication 

apprehensiveness, and builds up SPCC over time. For example, Farouck (2016) 

conducted a study of second year Japanese university students enrolled in a business 

English communication course, a project-based learning model was tested for its impact 

on their WTC in English, their L2. Students were tasked with presenting a Japanese 

product of their choice. They were explicitly instructed on several themes, including 

expressing personal opinions, describing locations, and differentiating between the terms 

“made of”, “made from”, and “made out of”. Students then presented their draft 

presentations multiple times, incorporating instructor and peer evaluations at multiple 

occasions before giving their final presentation. The students reported an increased sense 

of ease with oral production throughout the process. For example, one student explained 

that: 

 I think that I’ve obtained the confidence to speak in front of other people. At first, 

I didn’t have the confidence at all. But as I repeated my presentation in front of 

many people, I got accustomed to speak in that situation. And I think that it is 

very good for students to obtain the confidence. (Farouck, 2016, p. 13) 

 By giving students time to familiarize themselves with a project and effectively 

become the experts in their subject in comparison to their peers and the instructor, the 

design thinking model allows students to feel competent and capable. The “fail fast” 
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approach to iteration is another component that potentially increases WTC, as this 

attitude lowers communication apprehension. 

Conclusion 

By now, the merits of constructivist approaches to education are well-known. 

Authentic tasks and active learning situations improve motivation and student attitudes 

towards learning. The design thinking model, which has more recently been adopted in 

the domain of education, incorporates these characteristics while also providing a 

framework that encourages explicit development of collaborative and communication 

strategies. Practicing these strategies equips students with different options to 

communicating, making it more likely that they will find one they are comfortable with. 

Furthermore, by putting students at the center of idea-generating, testing, and calibrating, 

they take on an empowering expert role that can also encourage them to communicate 

more freely. The concept of WTC in the classroom is complex, especially in the second 

language context. In New Brunswick, changing demographics and ongoing interest in 

French Immersion programming mean that L2 WTC is more important than ever. Design 

thinking provides insight into several mechanisms and techniques that can be leveraged 

to improve communication and the overall learning experience for students in a wide 

variety of contexts, especially in the FSL classroom. In order to share my findings with 

other educators, I prepared a breakout presentation for an IB teaching and learning 

symposium as well as a booklet of design thinking-based project ideas designed for the 

middle years. I will present these products in Chapter 2.  
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Chapter 2: Breakout Session Presentation  

On March 26 and 27, 2024, the University of New Brunswick hosted an event in 

collaboration with the International Baccalaureate entitled “IB Days Atlantic Canada – 

Empowering students through an IB education: Symposium on teaching and learning.” 

This bilingual event brought together educators, policymakers and researchers interested 

in learning more about the IB. I decided to present at this symposium because I wanted to 

help other educators improve the learning environment in their classrooms. The IB is 

based upon a comprehensive learner profile which values strong communication skills, so 

I knew that my findings would be pertinent to the attendees of this symposium. I chose to 

present in French with the intention of attracting educators working in French classrooms 

who would likely relate to some of the issues I encountered with L2 WTC. The objective 

of my session was to equip other educators with the knowledge and skills to introduce 

design thinking-based projects into their classroom. My presentation slides are included 

here. 
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My presentation provided an explanation of the problem of L2 WTC and 

proposed design thinking inspired projects as one possible solution. I hoped that at the 

end of the presentation, the attendees had a better understanding of the mechanisms 

behind this type of pedagogy and were curious about trying it out for themselves. In 

addition to the presentation itself, I also produced a booklet of design thinking resources 

to share with attendees. I wanted to provide educators with some concrete examples of 

projects that incorporated elements of design thinking to varying degrees. The booklet of 

resources transitions gradually from traditional, teacher-led projects to student-led design 

thinking-based projects. I hope that this will help educators to introduce design thinking 

into their classrooms in a constructive and productive manner. This booklet is included in 

chapter 3.  
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Chapter 3 : Teaching Resources for Design Thinking-Based Projects 

I created this booklet of 7 design thinking-based projects with the middle school 

teacher in mind. As such, the projects are multidisciplinary, relating to communication 

skills in French as well as themes in at least one other subject area. For example, the 

project “Allons à l’école” explores the issue of transportation, encouraging students to 

study social studies topics including demographics, modes of transport, and the impacts 

of transport on human and environmental health. I wanted to provide not only resources 

that are ready to use, but also a guide that shows educators how to gradually transition 

from traditional to completely design thinking-based projects. Thus, the activities are 

organized from most traditional to more design-thinking oriented, incorporating the 

explicit instruction of communication skills such as interviewing, concept mapping, and 

seeking feedback from stakeholders along the way. The attendees of my breakout session 

presentation were forwarded a digital copy of this booklet to use and adapt freely to their 

needs. 
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Chapter 4 : Reflection 

My breakout session at the IB Days Atlantic Canada Conference was attended by 

over 15 teachers, professors, and administrators from across the Atlantic provinces. My 

presentation recounted my journey as an early-career teacher who used elements of 

design thinking in activities and projects to improve willingness to communicate in my 

Grade 8 classroom. I also discussed my literature review on second language WTC to 

explain how design thinking can create a more encouraging environment for language 

learners. By giving concrete examples of activities with varying degrees of structure, I 

emphasized that students can only achieve complete autonomy in design thinking project 

management after building up skills and experience over time. It was encouraging for me 

to hear that some of the teachers had been using solution-oriented projects in their 

classroom for a long time. They shared their positive opinion about this type of 

pedagogy, with one teacher saying “it’s very rare to see [the students] not engaged” 

during these types of tasks.  

Most of the attendees were involved in teaching IB, and thus had a clear 

appreciation for inquiry in the classroom. However, several teachers voiced their concern 

over the demanding workload of IB courses at the secondary level, suggesting that the 

pace, content, and evaluation requirements of the program made it very difficult to offer 

these students the time required to fully participate in design thinking challenges. I 

sympathized with this reality as a former IB diploma student. Within the confines of the 

diploma program, there is a mandatory multidisciplinary activity called the Group 4 

project, in which students from different science disciplines collaborate on a 

multidisciplinary challenge. Since this project typically takes several days, I suggested 
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that this might be the best place to introduce the design thinking framework during the 

diploma years. I also emphasized that the middle years offer an excellent opportunity to 

embrace design thinking, due to the increased flexibility of the program. The 

competencies cultivated through design thinking, including increased confidence and 

better communication skills, are beneficial to students in all aspects of their lives and thus 

worth developing at all stages of their academic career. 

After the session, I engaged in a discussion with a vice principal at an IB high 

school in New Brunswick and a professor of education from UNB. The vice principal 

spoke to the merits of the Centre d’Apprendre, the pilot project that I worked in during 

my first year of teaching. He talked about its implementation at his school, and how it 

dramatically changed the learning environment in a way that is much more inclusive and 

enjoyable for students. The professor from UNB and myself expressed our concerns that 

for some students, such as those who had limited or interrupted schooling, the Centre 

d’Apprendre failed to provide the structure and explicit instruction required in order for 

students to progress. The professor explained that making learning enjoyable was often 

not synonymous with learning that served the students intellectual growth. This 

conversation reminded me strongly of the conflicting opinions among staff at my school 

regarding our implementation of the Centre d’Apprendre. Some thoroughly enjoyed the 

environment and believed that it offered a much-needed change to teaching practices. I 

found that this was true for some students, but that overall, the Centre d’Apprendre 

created some significant challenges that we were not equipped to handle, such as the 

issue of WTC that I discussed in this project. I feel that it is more important than ever to 

conduct sound research within our classrooms to best understand how to improve the 
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educational experience for both students and teachers. As the pace of change in the 

domain of education continues to increase, so does our need to understand how these 

changes are affecting learning.  

The teaching profession in Canada has experienced sweeping changes over the 

past several years that have called many traditional pedagogical practices into question. 

The global pandemic, increased dependence on technology, and increased immigration 

have changed the way we need to teach and learn in virtually every classroom across the 

country. My experience as an early career teacher working in a pilot project magnified 

these challenges and propelled me to seek out solutions. By completing my Master’s 

report on this topic, I was able to better understand how design thinking projects offers 

one pathway of positive change in teaching practices. I feel that many practitioners would 

benefit from understanding the mechanisms of WTC as well as the potential benefits of 

design thinking. By diffusing my experience and findings to colleagues and fellow 

educators, as well as providing concrete teaching materials, I hope that I have equipped 

others to consider implementing this type of pedagogy into their classroom. Further 

research and collaboration are needed for educators in New Brunswick and across the 

country to best respond to the challenges of education today. 
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