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Abstract  
Higher Certificate programmes serve as a bridge for students who do not meet the entry requirements for 

degree programmes, providing an opportunity to acquire the essential skills they may be lacking to 

complete or gain access to undergraduate studies of their choice. For these programmes to be effective, 

curriculum design must fully consider the Higher Certificate students as individuals with specific and unique 

learning needs, who often enter with varying levels of academic preparedness. Curriculum designers often 

assume that students already possess certain skills, including digital competencies and soft skills such as 

planning and time management. However, a lack of these skills might contribute to poor academic 

performance. Curriculum designers structure a framework that outlines the content to be taught 

where they define who will teach, who will learn, the tools and resources to be used, the learning 

context and the intended outcomes and assessment criteria. At a Private Higher Education (PHE) 

institution, the curriculum design of a Higher Certificate software module required critical re-

evaluation due to poor throughput rates. This raised key questions: Should we redesign the 

curriculum? And how can we redesign the curriculum to support inclusivity, engagement, and 

academic performance? This case study reflects on the design process and the collaborative efforts 

among key stakeholders, including the head of the programme, lecturers, curriculum developers, and 

students, to improve the curriculum and assessment strategies. Drawing on Elizabeth Sanders’ 

research on co-design, this study emphasises the importance of stakeholder involvement in shaping 

meaningful, human-centred solutions. This study looked at students' and lecturers' roles as active 

contributors to curriculum design. Using the Double Diamond design process as a theoretical 

framework, the research explores how human-centred and collaborative design principles can be 

applied to address curriculum challenges. The study highlights the value of collaborative engagement 

through multiple iterations, real-time testing, and structured feedback loops. Ultimately, this research 

contributes insights into the benefits, challenges, and lessons learned in curriculum design while 

demonstrating how Human-centred, collaborative engagement fosters a sustainable learning 

community where stakeholders can co-create meaningful learning experiences. 
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Introduction 
Higher Certificate programmes, classified as NQF level 5 in higher education training, are entry-level higher 

education qualifications (Staatskoerant 2007, p. 19). These qualifications are primarily vocational or 

industry-oriented, providing students with the basic introductory knowledge, cognitive and conceptual 
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tools, and practical techniques for further higher education studies. The focus is on general principles and 

their application (Staatskoerant 2007, p. 19).  Students, in these programmes, many of which are 

transitioning from high school, often have diverse educational backgrounds and display gaps in skills like 

academic writing, computer literacy, and other competencies required for degree studies (Mulaudzi 2023; 

Akhtar & Akhtar 2024). Underdeveloped skills in any of these areas present challenges to student success, 

such as difficulty in managing workloads, and low motivation affecting attendance and project deadlines, 

digital competencies, all of which impact a student’s ability to succeed (Gallardo-Echenique, De Oliveira, 

Molias & Esteve 2015; Mauliya, Relianisa, & Rokhyati 2020; Swanepoel, Beukes & Yu 2021). Moreover, 

traditional curriculum design approaches may not adequately address the unique needs of these students 

or the complex dynamics of the educational environment, highlighting the necessity for a co-created 

approach involving all the stakeholders to curriculum development (Brosens, Raes, Octavia & Emmanouil 

2021). 

This paper presents the approach used and the benefits, challenges and lessons learnt by curriculum 

designers when addressing similar challenges in a Higher Certificate programme offered at a Private 

Higher Education Institution (PHE). This one-year programme serves as a key pathway to creative 

degrees, with a curriculum that introduces creative thinking, visual conceptualisation, research, and 

communication skills, emphasising both theory and practical applications (SAQA, [s.a.]). The purpose 

of this programme is for learners to gain skills in conceptual development, creative writing, visual 

communication, and multimedia design, the last of which is key to developing software skills for 

industry (SAQA, [s.a.]). The PHE under discussion routinely monitors student throughput and module 

success rates and during such a routine, we observed consistently low module success rates in the 

software module. The typical challenges, time and workload management and lacking in digital 

competencies (Gallardo-Echenique et al., 2015; Swanepoel et al., 2021), became evident when we 

began investigating the reasons for the low throughput rates. As designers, the academic team 

working on this qualification employed approaches, processes, principles, and methods rooted in 

Human-centred Design and collaborative design. 

This case study critically reflects on the curriculum design process for a Higher Certificate software 

module, focusing on the experiential realities of the designers and the impact on students’ 

engagement and throughput. Using a case study approach, it provides a descriptive account of the 

context, stakeholders, and key decisions (Du Plooy-Cilliers, Davis & Bezuidenhout 2021, p. 208). The 

purpose is to reflect on the benefits, challenges, and lessons learnt from applying Human-Centred and 

collaborative design principles. The paper begins by outlining Human-Centred and collaborative 

design within the Double Diamond framework, then discusses their application, and concludes with a 

reflection on benefits, challenges, and recommendations. 

Methodology 

Research design 

This study employs a qualitative case study design with an interpretivist lens (Du Plooy-Cilliers et al. 2021, 

p. 35, 208–209). Ethical clearance was obtained prior to commencement. No new participant data were 

collected; instead, the study drew on reflective engagement with actions, decisions, and secondary sources 

such as curriculum documents, project and institutional records. This study did not involve empirical 

analysis but rather a reflective account of actions and decisions taken over a five-year period. The process 

combined a descriptive narrative of the design journey with critical reflection, using Human-Centred 

Design, Collaborative Design, and the Double Diamond framework as interpretive guides. 
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Design frameworks and approaches 

The reflective process was informed by three complementary frameworks: Human-Centred Design, 

Collaborative Design, and the Double Diamond framework. These approaches provided both structure and 

interpretive depth in understanding the curriculum design process. 

Building on the work of Donald Schön, the study also acknowledges reflective practice as integral to 

professional learning. Schön’s concepts of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action describe how 

practitioners think critically while acting and later reflect retrospectively to distil learning and improve 

future decision-making (Visser 2011). In this context, reflection was as a systematic process of inquiry, 

aligning closely with the iterative, feedback-driven nature of Human-Centred and Collaborative 

Design. 

Human-centred design and collaborative design 

Human-Centred Design (HCD) is a problem-solving approach grounded in the belief that all problems 

can be solved and that the individuals at the centre of the experience hold the key to the solution 

(IDEO.org 2015). This approach emphasises designing with people rather than for them, encouraging 

active participation throughout the process (Sanders 2002; IDEO.org 2015). HCD is inherently 

collaborative, fostering integration between designers and various stakeholders, which blurs 

traditional role boundaries (Sanders 2002; Sanders & Stappers 2008; Sanders & Stappers 2014; 

Sanders 2017). 

The HCD process is iterative, involving cycles of diverging to explore a wide range of possibilities and 

converging to refine and focus on the most promising solutions (IDEO.org 2015). It typically unfolds in 

three key phases: Inspiration, Ideation, and Implementation (IDEO.org 2015). A core shift in HCD from 

traditional user-centred design lies in moving away from viewing people as clients, users, or 

consumers, and instead referring to them as partners or people, thereby emphasising human agency 

and contribution (Sanders 2002; Sanders et al. 2014). 

User-centred design, which emerged in the early 1980s, primarily positioned designers as experts 

working for users, who were viewed as passive subjects rather than active contributors (Sanders 2002; 

Sanders et al. 2008; Sanders et al. 2014). In contrast, collaborative design (Co-design) marks a shift 

toward designing with users (Sanders 2002; Sanders et al. 2008). Collaborative design refers to the 

collective creativity of designers and non-designers working together throughout the entire design 

process (Sanders et al. 2008). It recognises that creativity is not limited to trained designers and that 

people bring valuable insights from their lived experiences. Since people’s needs and experiences 

evolve, collaborative design is seen as a continuous, adaptive process. A key challenge lies in 

developing the appropriate tools and frameworks to support this collaboration effectively (Sanders 

2002). 

Collaborative design and HCD share several foundational principles. Both prioritise the needs, desires, 

and lived experiences of people, with collaborative design explicitly treating participants as "experts 

of their experience" (IDEO.org 2015; Sanders et al. 2008). Another shared principle is their iterative, 

non-linear nature, where each approach involves cycles of testing, feedback, and refinement to 

continuously improve solutions (Van Zyl, Burger, Carstens & Geyser 2020). A solution-oriented 

mindset is also central to both approaches: they aim to develop empathetic, compassionate solutions 

by integrating people’s needs and insights (IDEO.org 2015; Van Zyl et al. 2020). 

Collaboration and integration are further shared values. HCD thrives in interdisciplinary environments 

where diverse perspectives and new modes of thinking enrich the process (IDEO.org 2015). 
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Collaborative design extends this by emphasising the direct participation of all stakeholders including 

designers, researchers, and people, often blurring traditional hierarchies (Sanders 2002; Sanders et al. 

2008). Both approaches also rely heavily on divergent and convergent thinking: expansive idea 

generation followed by focused refinement, repeated throughout the design journey (IDEO.org 2015; 

Sanders 2017; Van Zyl et al. 2020). 

In essence, collaborative design extends the human-centred ethos of HCD by actively empowering 

people in the design process, shifting from simply studying them to creating with them (Sanders et al. 

2008). 

Double diamond design framework 

The Double Diamond framework, developed by the Design Council, was introduced to clarify the design 

process (Design Council, [s.a.]b). It structures design into two iterative phases using cycles of divergent 

(expansive) and convergent (focused) thinking, and these being cognitive strategies central to creative 

problem-solving (Design Council, [s.a.]a). Divergent thinking generates multiple ideas by involving all 

stakeholders in open exploration (Sanders 2002), while convergent thinking narrows these ideas to select 

the most viable solutions (IDEO.org 2015; Majka 2024). 

 

Figure 1: Double diamond design process (RideonAgency 2024) 

The first diamond includes Discover (exploring the problem) and Define (clarifying the design focus), while 

the second diamond involves Develop (ideating and prototyping) and Deliver (finalising solutions) (Design 

Council, [s.a.]a; Majka 2024). The process is iterative and non-linear, allowing movement back and forth 

between phases. HCD provides the overarching philosophy of designing for and with people, while 

collabortive design operationalises this by making people active participants in solution creation (Sanders 

et al. 2014; Sanders 2017). 

First diamond 

The first diamond focuses on deeply understanding and framing the problem (Design Council, [s.a.]a; Majka 

2024). It helps prevent design decisions based on assumptions and instead grounds them in real insights 

(Design Council, [s.a.]a; Majka 2024). Reflection-in-action plays a role here, requiring designers to adapt 

their understanding throughout the process (Visser 2011). 

• Discover Phase: This phase involves engaging stakeholders, especially those affected by the issue, 

to gather insight and avoid assumptions (Sanders & Stappers 2008; Design Council, [s.a.]a; Majka 
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2024). Empathy is a guiding principle, supported by divergent thinking to explore multiple 

perspectives (Design Council, [s.a.]a; Dorst 2018; Majka 2024). Reflective practice ensures 

continuous learning and responsiveness (Visser 2011). 

• Define Phase: This phase sharpens focus by synthesising insights into a clear, actionable problem 

(Design Council, [s.a.]a; Majka 2024). Framing and reframing are critical, as designers test various 

interpretations of the problem to guide the solution space (Visser 2011; Dorst 2018). This stage 

also supports design abduction, which is working backwards from desired outcomes to invent 

solutions that do not yet exist (Sanders 2017; Van Zyl et al. 2020). As the process shifts from 

divergence to convergence, collaborative design remains key: stakeholders help define the 

challenge, building a shared understanding of the design direction (Sanders et al. 2008). 

Second diamond 

This diamond brings in reflection-on-action, evaluating what worked, what did not, and why, after each 

iteration (Visser 2011; Sanders et al. 2014; Majka 2024). This learning loop ensures evolving solutions 

remain aligned with people’s needs (Sanders et al. 2014) 

• Develop Phase – This phase encourages exploration of diverse solutions through ideation and 

collaboration (Design Council, [s.a.]a; Sanders et al. 2014; Majka 2024). Prototyping is key, as it 

externalises intuitive knowledge (reflection-in-action) and informs next steps through feedback 

(Visser 2011, Van Zyl et al. 2020). Collaborative design remains central, ensuring that concepts 

respond to real-world dynamics (Dorst, Sanders et al. 2008; 2018). 

• Deliver Phase – In this phase, prototypes are tested, refined, and integrated into real systems 

(Design Council, [s.a.]a). It involves pilot testing and feedback loops to ensure the solution is both 

effective and contextually relevant (IDEO.org 2015; Majka 2024). Collaborative design supports 

continuous improvement by keeping stakeholders engaged throughout (Sanders et al. 2008). 

The underlying principles of the Double Diamond aligns with those of HCD and collaborative design: 

1. People-centred 

Both HCD and collaborative design prioritise the lived experiences, needs, and desires of people, where 

HCD frames people as partners in the process, rooted in empathy and belief in their capacity to guide 

solutions (Sanders et al. 2014; IDEO.org 2015). Collaborative design deepens this by engaging people as 

co-creators and recognising their lived experience as expertise (Sanders et al. 2008). 

This aligns strongly with the Discover and Define phases, where stakeholder engagement informs 

problem definition and meaningful solutions (Design Council, [s.a.]a; Majka 2024). Collaborative 

design reflects an evolution of HCD by integrating stakeholders into a more collective, human-centred 

process (Van Zyl et al. 2020). 

2. Inclusive communication 

Both approaches value inclusive, often visual, communication to build shared understanding. HCD employs 

visual tools that allow broad participation (IDEO.org 2015). Collaborative design provides materials and 

infrastructures to enable non-designers to communicate ideas visually and intuitively (Sanders 2002). 

This supports all stages of the Double Diamond by making the process accessible and participatory. 

The use of visual and tangible methods is effective because, according to IDEO.org (2015), making an 

idea real or more tangible is an effective way to communicate across a wider audience. 
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3. Collaborate and co-create 

Collaboration is central to both approaches, where HCD encourages interdisciplinary teamwork for diverse 

solutions (IDEO.org 2015). Collaboration design actively breaks down roles between designers and 

participants, fostering shared authorship throughout (Sanders et al. 2008). 

This strengthens the Define and Develop phases, where multiple viewpoints co-shape direction and 

outcomes. Collaborative design methods, such as ideation workshops, are used within HCD to gather 

feedback and empower communities as creative agents (IDEO.org 2015). Collective creativity is key to 

both (Sanders et al. 2008). 

4. Iterate 

Iteration, which is refining ideas through feedback, is essential to both approaches. HCD follows a 

diverge/converge cycle of testing and refining (IDEO.org 2015). Collaboration design treats design as an 

evolving process, responding to shifting needs (Sanders et al. 2008). 

This aligns with the Develop and Deliver phases, where prototyping and feedback refine solutions. 

Iteration also supports ongoing adaptation in contexts like curriculum design, requiring 

responsiveness to changing conditions (Van Zyl et al. 2020). Framing and reframing the problem are 

both critical in creating a clear, shared understanding of the problem, as well as its solution (Dorst 

2018). 

Higher certificate case study 

Applying human-centred and collaborative design principles to address issues in a higher 

certificate curriculum 

To begin solving a problem, existing actions, methods, and principles of a situation need to be understood, 

before deciding on the required interventions (Sanders et al. 2008; IDEO.org 2015; Majka 2024). This was 

certainly the case during the redesign process of the software module and proved important where initial 

assumptions had to be expanded and reevaluated to address the multi-dimensional nature of the problem. 

It became clear upon reflection that HCD and collaborative design principles had played a critical role in 

the process to improve the overall experience and throughput rate of the course. The Design process is 

iterative and can go through multiple diamonds or cycles, hence this study discusses several iterations over 

five years. Since 2019, the software module has undergone 3 key iterative phases, significantly shaped by 

continuous feedback from both lecturers and students. Information on module success rates is generated 

and available as each semester progresses and is part of an annual programme feedback session. 

Monitoring students' success in modules allows for greater insight that leads to investigations, whether 

one observes good or poor modules or student performances. Each Higher Certificate cohort consists of 

students with diverse educational backgrounds, with many lacking prior exposure to essential computer 

skills. These students may find it difficult to cope with the academic workload and tight deadlines of 

projects. Motivation amongst these students to attend class also posed challenges since the module relies 

on students’ being in class to learn and practice software skills. 

The first iteration 

As part of discovering the initial problems within the module, its success rate resulted in it being flagged 

as a poor performer. This prompted the academic team to investigate potential causes while invoking the 

principles of divergent thinking (Van Zyl et al. 2020; Brosens et al. 2021; Majka 2024). To address the issue 

effectively, the team revisited the original curriculum purpose and outcomes, as well as module content, 
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to refocus on the ‘desired outcome’ and to frame and reframe the current challenge (Dorst 2018). Problem-

framing and reflecting-in-action allowed the team to understand the nuances of the challenges students 

were facing (Visser 2011). To define a clear way forward, lecturers were included in the discussion, 

unpacking their experiences and considering student feedback which provided a foundation for deeper 

insights (Sander et al. 2008). By considering student feedback, the team established a strong foundation 

for empathy (Design Council, [s.a.]a; IDEO.org 2015). 

During the define phase of the first iteration, the academic team gathered insights from lecturers, 

team members and students, to sharpen the focus on the specific challenges that were affecting 

success. As the insights from discovery were clarified, the define phase transitioned into convergent 

thinking (Majka 2024), narrowing in on the assessment and curriculum adjustments to better support 

at-risk students. The assessment structure of 1 formative and 1 summative assessment emerged as a 

significant barrier: the pace of the academic calendar made it difficult for many students to keep up 

and the limited formative assessments meant students that were struggling were not identified early 

enough. This led to poor performance in the summative assessment, as students who needed 

additional support were missed until it was too late. A collaborative approach, involving soliciting 

feedback from students, allowed the team to understand the challenges and the desired curriculum, 

creating a clear path for the next phase of development (Sanders et al. 2008). 

In the develop phase, we turned insights from the define phase into actionable solutions by creating 

a new version or ‘prototype’ of the module’s content and assessment strategy. This version introduced 

an additional formative assessment, with a total of 2 formative assessments and 1 summative during 

the semester. This enabled early identification of students who were struggling with workload, and/or 

foundational concepts. By introducing an additional formative assessment, poor performance could 

be flagged sooner, allowing for timely interventions and targeted support.  By including a formative 

assessment and reducing the curriculum workload without compromising the module’s purpose and 

outcomes, the adjustment intended to help students better manage their motivation and workload. 

This stage embraced multiple solutions through collaboration drawing on collective creativity to make 

a practical prototype (Sanders et al. 2008). 

In the delivery phase, the academic team implemented the new assessment prototype for the next 

cohort of Higher Certificate students. The rollout served as a live test, allowing the team to gather 

real-time feedback and evaluate the prototype’s effectiveness in addressing the core issues identified. 

By focusing on convergent thinking, the team filtered out less effective potential solutions (Majka 

2024). Academic team members, students and lecturers remained key stakeholders during this stage 

maintaining a feedback loop to ensure further insights could be gathered (Sanders et al. 2008). 

Whilst further iterations were needed (Iteration 2 and 3), the first iteration was instrumental in 

changing the approach to curriculum design and helped to address the disconnect created by 

assumptions from unrealistic expectations. Crucially, this iteration was key in initiating a consistent 

feedback loop, informing future iterations when further problems emerged. It also enabled the team 

to use the original module purpose and outcomes to unpack the complexity behind low throughput 

rates. 

The second iteration 

Actively monitoring the throughput rates of the Higher Certificate programme meant the team did not 

assume interventions from iteration 1 had succeeded and instead actively tracked improvements. Whilst 

the first iteration led to a far richer understanding of the complex challenges, further iterations were 

needed as throughput rates continued to perform below par. 
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During the discovery phase of the second iteration, the team thoroughly evaluated the module’s 

performance, with findings prompting a new round of engagement with key stakeholders to gather 

insights into the ongoing challenges. This reflected the principles of divergent thinking and empathy 

within Double Diamond process (Design Council, [s.a.]a; Majka 2024). By involving stakeholders, the 

team ensured that multiple perspectives were considered, avoiding assumptions while gaining a 

deeper understanding of the issues. The assessment structure, which included two formative 

assessments and one summative assessment, was reviewed along with curriculum content. Lecturers 

observed students struggling with the volume of work, especially when learning multiple software 

programs concurrently.  This negatively impacted their motivation, attendance and ability to meet 

project deadlines. 

Define phase – In response to the identified challenges, the academic team introduced a Portfolio of 

Evidence (PoE) as a new assessment tool, along with equal access to computers and software 

(convergent thinking). The benefits of this approach include providing a more structured, milestone-

based framework for the module by dividing the work into more manageable parts.  The three-part 

scaffolded structure of the PoE enabled students to continuously apply and build on the skills they 

learned. It was guided by the need for a more structured and process-oriented assessment, allowing 

students to demonstrate their development continuously over the duration of the module. This aligns 

with the Double Diamond process where insights from stakeholders narrowed down the design 

challenge (Majka 2024). Reflective practice played a crucial role, as the team reviewed previous 

experiences and the current challenge to frame the problem in actionable terms. Finally, the module’s 

purpose and outcomes were revisited to ensure that an effective and sound plan of action was 

developed, taking previous learnings into account (design abduction) (Visser 2011). 

Develop phase – This approach encouraged ongoing development and provided students 

with opportunities to reflect on and improve their work throughout the course. The continuous 

reflection on how the PoE could evolve with each iteration ensured that the solution would remain 

responsive to the changing needs of students and lecturers alike (Visser 2011). 

Delivery phase – Finally, the PoE was piloted and implemented as part of the assessment structure for 

the software module. The team tested the PoE with a new group of students, benefitting from the 

feedback loop established in previous phases. Lecturers assessed students not only on the final design 

outcome but also on their use of software tools and overall process, encouraging deeper learning and 

engagement. Accessibility was a critical factor, allowing students without personal computers to 

access on-campus or virtual labs to ensure equal participation. This phase of delivering and testing the 

PoE reflects the convergent thinking typical of the Double Diamond’s Deliver phase (Majka 2024). By 

narrowing down and refining the solution through pilot testing and feedback, the team was able to 

focus on the ideas that most effectively addressed the module’s challenges. The continuous feedback 

loop from stakeholders ensured that the solution remained adaptable, fostering ongoing 

improvement and alignment with student needs (Sanders et al. 2008). This iterative refinement 

process was essential in delivering a final solution that was both functional and meaningful (IDEO.org 

2015; Majka 2024). 

The third iteration 

In the discovery phase, continuous monitoring of module success and throughput rates, along with 

feedback from lecturers and students on the previous version, provided valuable insights for assessing the 

implementation of the Portfolio of Evidence (PoE). This process reflected the principles of empathy and 

divergent thinking emphasised in the Double Diamond framework. During the define phase, the team 
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recognised the varied skill levels among students, which presented a significant barrier to starting the 

module at the right pace. In response, tutors were brought in in 2021 to provide additional guidance and 

support, particularly for students struggling with basic computer literacy, an essential skill for mastering 

design software (Gallardo-Echenique et al. 2015). This approach aligns with the Double Diamond’s 

emphasis on refining challenges into actionable solutions (Majka 2024). By leveraging these insights, the 

academic team framed the intervention as a direct response to the specific needs of the students. In 2023, 

the academic team introduced an intervention workshop to address the increasing number of students 

entering the course with inadequate computer skills. This initiative embodied the development phase of 

the Double Diamond, exploring a wide range of solutions through collaboration (Sanders et al. 2008). The 

workshop provided targeted support, enabling students to catch up and engage more effectively (one-on-

one with a tutor) with the software. 

Deliver phase – The effectiveness of the workshop was evaluated through ongoing feedback from both 

students and tutors. After several iterations, the module's workload was finely calibrated to cater 

specifically to Higher Certificate students, while also preparing them for degree-level studies or entry 

into the creative industry. Since the initial flagging of the module as underperforming, the iterative 

refinements led to a remarkable improvement in throughput rates, rising to nearly 100% within a five-

year span. The use of PoEs has proven effective in assessing not only student performance but also 

their continuous development and learning process. This iterative approach to curriculum design, 

informed by ongoing feedback, collaborative engagement and reflection, has led to significant 

improvements in student outcomes and a better alignment between course content, student needs, 

degree studies and industry readiness. 

In the early stages, the Double Diamond framework appeared extensive, and the process seemed 

lengthy. However, as we progressed through each iteration, the shape of the framework evolved into 

progressively smaller diamonds (Design Council, [s.a.]b), indicating that we were moving closer to the 

desired outcome. 

Benefits, challenges and lessons learnt 
One of the key learnings was the crucial role lecturers played in both the ideation and implementation of 

each iteration. To support this, the team needed to establish strong relationships with the lecturers, who 

offered valuable insights into the challenges students were facing. Their direct experience with issues such 

as low engagement and skill gaps, often linked to the diverse educational backgrounds of students in this 

course, helped the team better understand the core problems. The lecturers also played a vital role in 

identifying potential solutions and advising on the most practical ways to implement them. This was 

especially valuable given the distinct culture of each of the four campuses which offers this software 

module. The relationship between students and lecturers is equally important. There needs to be enough 

trust and understanding for students to admit when they are struggling and request the necessary help. 

Understanding trends in where students were struggling helped the team identify practical solutions that 

could be improved with each iteration. Human relationships are essential because they foster empathy, 

and empathy is the cornerstone of understanding students’ needs and challenges effectively. 

The Human-Centred and Collaborative Design approaches offered a valuable structure for unpacking 

and addressing the issue of low throughput and student performance. However, these approaches 

required considerable time, focus, and collaboration, which often is a challenge within the tight 

academic calendar. A more streamlined application that retains their core values could help accelerate 

future improvements. Still, the time invested in building empathy and collaboration early on led to a 
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more thoughtful and effective curriculum. The lesson here is to prioritise relationship-building from 

the start, as this empathy-driven approach is key to long-term success. 

Furthermore, this approach holds potential for application in other contexts or disciplines, particularly 

where student engagement, curriculum relevance, or diverse learning backgrounds present similar 

challenges. Embedding Human-Centred and Collaborative Design principles more broadly could 

support institutions in creating responsive teaching and learning experiences. 

Conclusion 
Within the context of this study, the Double Diamond framework demonstrates a collaborative and human-

centred approach to identifying problems and their most effective solutions, specifically within the field of 

curriculum design. This approach ensured that the curriculum evolved dynamically, integrating feedback 

loops and reflecting the complexity of the problem. By embracing the complexity of the problem and 

working iteratively, the software module was transformed into a successful and adaptable model, which 

prioritises collaboration, human-centeredness, reflection and iteration. In the context of this case study, 

involving all key stakeholders; students, lecturers and curriculum designers was critical to the success of 

the curriculum redevelopment. This collaborative and iterative process allowed for the identification of key 

challenges and the testing of solutions in real-time, which significantly improved the module’s 

performance. This case study demonstrates that embracing a collaborative and human-centred approach 

to curriculum design leads to a better understanding of the underlying challenges that may not be well 

understood early on. This approach also informs practical interventions that are grounded in insight, 

increasing the likelihood that interventions are successful. 
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