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This study explored students’ lived experiences of design thinking-based
Avrticle type: instruction in social studies and examined how these experiences were
Research Article connected to national identity. A qualitative descriptive phenomenological

design was used. Participants were 14 sixth-grade female students from

Shazand, Markazi Province, selected through criterion-based purposive

sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews,

participatory observations, student artifacts, and researcher reflective notes.

Data were analyzed inductively using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase

thematic analysis with MAXQDA. Five themes were generated: tangible

understanding of abstract national-identity concepts; transformation of

belonging and national responsibility; creativity and cultural re-creation;

empathy and understanding of others as a basis for collective identity; and

contradictory experiences and gradual development. These themes were
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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

Rapid scientific, technological, and social change has transformed schools from institutions
that merely transmit information into environments for experience, participation, and
meaning-making. In elementary education this shift matters because children develop
concepts of belonging, culture, responsibility, and identity concurrently with cognitive and
social growth. Design thinking, a human-centered and iterative approach built on empathy,
problem definition, ideation, prototyping, and testing, engages learners with real problems
and encourages them to generate and refine solutions (Razzouk & Shute, 2012). Recent meta-
analyses report that design thinking can be positively associated with learning, participation,
problem-solving, and creativity, although the strength of this association depends on grade
level, duration, group size, and outcome type (Yu et al., 2024; Muneer et al., 2025), and recent
scientometric mapping documents continuing growth of the field, with an emerging shift
toward sustainability, artificial intelligence, and inclusive education (Constantino et al., 2026).
Social studies are a particularly suitable curricular context for this experience, given its
concern with culture, history, society, citizenship, and social belonging (Ahn, 2021). National
identity is treated here as a multidimensional construct comprising cognitive, affective, and
behavioral dimensions (Soleiman-Nejad et al., 2022). Three gaps remain: much design-thinking
research emphasizes cognitive and skill-based outcomes; its use in social studies, and
particularly its connection to the lived experience of national identity in elementary education,
remains underexamined; and qualitative evidence on how children link design-thinking
activities to meanings of homeland, belonging, empathy, and cultural responsibility is limited.
Purpose:

The purpose of this study was to understand elementary students' lived experience of design
thinking-based instruction in social studies and to explain how this experience became
connected to the cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions of national identity. Rather
than testing a causal effect, the study asked: How did sixth-grade students experience design
thinking-based instruction in social studies, and how did they connect this experience to the
dimensions of national identity?

Methodology:

This study used a qualitative approach and a descriptive phenomenological design (Van Manen,
2014), aimed at describing and understanding students' lived experience rather than estimating
an effect size or testing a causal relationship. The setting was girls' elementary schools in the
Shazand district of Markazi Province, Iran, during the 2025-2026 academic year. Participants
were 14 sixth-grade female students, selected through criterion-based purposive sampling
(Creswell & Poth, 2018); inclusion criteria included parental informed consent, student assent,
program attendance, ability to articulate experience, and regular attendance. Sampling
continued until informational sufficiency was reached. An eight-session design thinking-
based instructional program, covering empathy, problem definition, ideation, prototyping,
and testing/feedback, was implemented over four weeks within the sixth-grade social studies
curriculum, focusing on homeland, national symbols, local culture, Iranian history, notable
figures, and customs. Data were collected from four sources: semi-structured individual
interviews (30-45 minutes) after the program, participant observation during sessions, student
artifacts (models, posters, stories, handicrafts), and researcher reflective notes. Data were
analyzed inductively using Braun and Clarke's (2006, 2022) six-phase thematic analysis with
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MAXQDA software; trustworthiness was supported using Lincoln and Guba's (1985) criteria,
iterative coding, and peer debriefing.

Result:

Analysis yielded five main themes. (1) Tangible understanding of abstract national-identity
concepts: through mapping, narrative, role-play, symbol design, and model-making, students
described their notion of homeland and cultural heritage shifting from a primarily spatial
concept to one imbued with meaning and emotional connection. (2) Transformation of
belonging and national responsibility: collaborative, empathy-based activities were
associated with a shift from individual to collective orientation and a stronger sense of
responsibility toward cultural heritage. (3) Creativity and cultural re-creation: students used
diverse creative formats to reinterpret historical and cultural content and connect past and
present. (4) Empathy and understanding of others as a basis for collective identity: engaging
with the perspectives and living conditions of people in other regions of Iran was associated
with greater respect for cultural diversity and a stronger sense of belonging to a larger
community. (5) Contradictory experiences and gradual development: not all students
responded uniformly; some described initial confusion, reluctance, or disengagement that
diminished gradually. These themes mapped onto the cognitive, affective, and behavioral
dimensions of national identity, with some overlap. Code frequency (9 to 31 per theme) was
treated only as a descriptive indicator, not as a proxy for a theme's theoretical importance.

Conclusion:

Findings suggest that design thinking-based instruction embedded in social studies can
provide a context in which elementary students construct richer, more emotionally grounded
meanings related to homeland, symbols, and cultural heritage, consistent with Kolb's (1984)
experiential learning cycle, in which concrete experience and reflection support meaning-
making. The emotional and behavioral shifts observed align with Vygotsky's (1978) social
constructivist emphasis on interaction as a vehicle for shared meaning-making, and are
consistent with prior Iranian research on active, experience-based, participatory curriculum
design (Zarei et al., 2023; Safipour et al., 2022; Zamanian et al., 2023; Alavi Langroudi & Rajaei, 2016;
Abolhasani et al., 2021, 2025; Talebi et al., 2023). The heterogeneity captured in the fifth theme
echoes meta-analytic findings that contextual and moderating factors shape design thinking's
outcomes (Yu et al., 2024). Because this qualitative phenomenological study involved 14 girls
in a single district over eight sessions, findings should be interpreted as context-bound
accounts of perceived experience rather than generalizable causal evidence. They nonetheless
offer curriculum designers and social studies teachers an empirically grounded interpretive
chain, experience, interaction, reflection, meaning, identity, that can inform how design
thinking activities are structured to support national-identity development, and point to
longitudinal and mixed-methods studies as natural next steps for testing the proposed
interpretive model.
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