
 

Two years ago I made the difficult decision to leave the 
home economics classroom and join my school 
district’s Education Services team as a helping teacher. 
My new role consisted of creating professional 
learning opportunities for secondary school teachers 
to contemplate next practices including quality 
assessment, meaningful curriculum design, and 
communicating student learning. Over the past two 
years I have had the chance to work alongside 
colleagues in all subject areas to redesign assessment 
that reflects the holistic approach to teaching and 
learning that is embedded 
in the design of British 
Columbia’s curriculum. That 
being said, the journey from 
traditional reporting to 
communicating student 
learning is not the focus of 
this article. My intention with 
this piece is to convey some 
of the connections I have 
made about teaching and 
learning while being away 
from the home economics 
classroom to inform my 
return to the classroom. 

By now we have probably 
had multiple conversations with colleagues around 
the shifting education landscape. Perhaps we have 
discovered that the questions, challenges, and 
comments about our curriculum in home economics 
are similar with colleagues in other subject areas. As 
all teachers move towards a competency-based 
framework that puts emphasis on life-long skills that 
scientists, historians, mathematicians and for us in 
home economics, humans, need to navigate a 
changing world, we must seek ways to break the 
habit of dwelling (and teaching to) the minutia of 
everyday life and step back to rediscover our raison 
d’étre in home economics.

If we are doing it, they are 
not.

What if I told you that every time we 
gave a student a piece of information 
we robbed them of a learning 
experience and opportunity to create 

meaning for themselves? Is that an acceptable 
trade-off for our own validation that we know our 
subject matter? 

 
Think about this: have 
you ever asked someone 
f o r h e l p w i t h 
technology? Let’s say 
they come in, click here 
a n d t h e r e , fi x t h e 
problem, you’re all set to 
go. Maybe you watched 
them do it and followed 
what they did – but have 
you actually learned how 
to do it if the problem 
arises again? What if the 
problem changes to 
s o m e t h i n g m o r e 
s o p h i s t i c a t e d ? T h e 

turning point in my practice was when I 
contemplated if I was being a snowplow teacher, 
pushing aside the thinking behind what we do and 
providing students with working and tested 
recipes, patterns, and procedures. Scaling recipes, 
laying out the ingredients neatly on trays by unit, 
portioning butter, hours of recipe testing – you 
know what I’m talking about. If we are constantly 
controlling the logistics of our classrooms by 
figuring out all of the ideas, planning, and multiple 
ways of execution, aren’t we the ones learning, not 
our learners?

Looking outside is helpful, not betrayal.
Some of the best professional learning experiences that have stretched my mind were in 
sessions where I was able to chat with teachers from a variety of subject areas and levels. 
Our friend Sue McGregor says that the knowledge base of home economics has been 
“continually shaped by various paradigms and perspectives” and that we are an 
“interdisciplinary profession that is trained to borrow from many disciplines” (1997). 
Though we do have many perspectives in home economics, we do need to look outside of 
our subject area to connect with all perspectives as it is our collective job as educators to 
promote life-long learning that is fuelled by multiple perspectives. 
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The stressors can be boiled down to semantics. Without 
understanding the meaning behind these ‘new’ 
processes and terminology, we get apprehensive. Let’s 
take ‘design thinking’ as an example: on the surface, 
when we take a look at the curriculum the gut reaction is 
often “are you kidding me?” I have heard from many 
that, “this is an add-on to everything else that I am 
already doing!” To make matters worse, design thinking 
has had a reputation of being associated with tools, 
toys, and activities like makerspaces, and 3D printers, 
and coding(!), that are perceived to be taking over our 
schools which have begun to feel like an intrusion on 
home economics classes. 

But when we consider the “why” behind design 
thinking, the deeper semantics and the threats and 
stress begin to subside. “Design thinking isn’t a subject, 
topic, or class. It’s more of a way of solving problems 
t h a t e n c o u r a g e s p o s i t i v e r i s k - t a k i n g a n d 
creativity” (Spencer & Juliani, 2016). Think about the last 
time you wanted to figure out how to do something or 
solve a problem. Perhaps you Googled it, perhaps you 
figure out how to solve it using a multitude of resources 
(analog and/or digital), or perhaps you created your 
own unique solution for the problem, only to find that 
the next time you would do it differently. That process is 
design thinking. It is the process in which we live and 
navigate our lives.  

The problem with understanding design thinking and 
how it may take expression in home economics (and any 
area of learning for that matter) is that for us, we teach 
how we were taught. We want to hold on to the 
experiences we have had in the home economics 
classes modelled to us since we took classes in our 
youth. We have continued to practice similar methods 
as teachers for decades. Learning to see home 
economics education through any framework outside of 
“theory – demonstration – lab – repeat” (among all the 
other mind shifts that come with a competency-based 
education) can be as difficult as learning how to walk or 
talk differently (L. Crockett, personal communication, 
February 22, 2017).  

I often have conversations that 
start with this: what about the 
skills that we teach in home 

economics? Kids won’t know how to boil 
water, cook an egg, know how to read 
nutrition labels, sew on a button, and they’ll 
be forced to cook ramen and buy new clothes 
all the time as adults. Yes there are still life 
skills involved in our youth being self-
sufficient people, but when it comes to what 
the bigger picture of learning is, those aren’t 
the lifelong skills that really matter; the core 
skills as people and being able to think and 
communicate critically and creatively with 
those skills – that’s what matters. 

One of the privileges of being a helping 
teacher has been visiting students at all of our 
125 schools. I recently met a boy named 
Dylan. He told me about how he was walking 
through the Downtown Eastside with his 
parents and noticed the conditions that 
people that were homeless in  Vancouver had 
to endure. He noticed the ways that 
businesses had set up situations to make sure 
that people wouldn’t sleep anywhere near 
them. So, he emailed all his friends and asked 
them to meet him in their school library at 
4pm one day. He was inspired by an idea he 
had seen at We Day where you could turn 
plastic bags into ‘plarn’ (plastic yarn) and 
crochet mats. Together him and his friends 
learned to crochet off YouTube and created 
mats for the homeless. For them each mat took 
100 hours to create. When I think about this 
story, I contemplate the intense connection 
and investment these students exhibited to 
what they were doing. I think about all the 
possible curriculum connections in all subject 
areas that can be communicated here, from 
ideation to fruition. These students were doing 
work that mattered to them, and were using 
skills to create impact. 

Left:  Crocheted mat  in progress 
Right: Dylan holding a ball of “plarn”

Yes, we still need 
direct instruction.3



In sum, design thinking is no more than the process of how we learn and discover the world. The more we put labels 
on learning – design thinking, scientific process, historical thinking, inquiry, problem-based learning – the more we 
get wrapped up in surface-level semantics and the more we do teaching to students rather than focusing on teaching 
students as people. When we find students’ strengths, what their interests are, and how we can move their learning 
forward we return to what matters, students as humans. At a presentation for the Manitoba Home Economics Teachers 
Association I posited that the most dangerous phrase is “we have always done it this way.” I would argue now that the 
most dangerous phrase is “we are already doing it.” This phrase denies us from being able to experience anything 
else but what we are doing and have been doing, or worse what we think we are doing. Any expression of 
complacency is unfair for our students. What we should be thinking is “why” we are doing what we are doing. 

So who are we? What is our role? Why are we teaching? Our privilege as lead learners in our communities is to move 
learning forward by crafting conditions and frameworks where students can be free to design their own learning, 
hone skills, share their thinking, and challenge existing knowledge – even ours. We must let our egos down, the 
mentality of our programs, our budgets, our classes, our subject area, and start focusing on who ultimately matters – 
our students. They are 25% of the population and 100% of the future. We owe it to them to create opportunities that 
they connect with and when they do, get out of their way (L. Crockett, personal communication, February 22, 2017). 
We are the architects, they are the designers and decision makers because they are the ones that should be 
learning.

The hysteria with design thinking for us isn’t that 
we don’t understand what it means, it’s simple to 
see that it is a cyclical process that asks students 

to not only hone skills, but to embed those skills into a 
process of creating novel content.  However, what I am 
noticing in conversations with colleagues is that until we 
notice explicitly that design thinking is a process in which way 
we live our lives, there is no implication to practice. Once we 
make this realization and we take an ecological perspective 
on our experiences and practices, the circle of possibilities for 
our students grows (L. Crockett, personal communication, 
February 22, 2017).

As McGregor states, 
our goal as home economics 
educators is to “continuously 
empower individuals and families 
i n … t i m e s o f p r o f o u n d 
change” (1997). This goal hasn’t 
shifted, but it sure isn’t going to be 
reached by passing out the same 
worksheet, recipe, project and 
doing the same labs every year 
because “the Binder tells me so.”

The way we teach is a 
reflection of how we live our 
lives4 Our goals have 

not shifted 5
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