
 

The Agile Life 
An introduction to Design Thinking for teachers and educators 

The role of education is to teach children essential skills to flourish in later life. 

As a parent, or as a teacher, we want what is best for our children, and want them to 
succeed in life. 

One essential but often overlooked skill they will need, is effective problem solving. 

All of us, irrespective of our age, or stage of life, or occupation, are faced with an endless list 
of ‘problems’ or ‘challenges’ that we need to solve every day. 

Some of these problems may seem trivial and not problems at all (such as what do when 
your phone battery runs out), whereas others may feel incredibly overwhelming (such as 
how to deal with a school or workplace bully). 

Knowing what kind of problem you are facing, can give you important information on the 
best way to approach it. 

Different types of problems and how to deal with them 

According to the Cynefin model by Dave Snowden, there are 4 classes of problems that we 
all face every day, each requiring a different way of solving them. 
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Simple or “Obvious” Problems 

Simple problems are problems that have an obvious solution. The solution just pops into 
your mind without much effort. Your car is running out of petrol, what do you do? You take 
it to a petrol station …. simple. If your phone is running out of power, what do you do?  You 
find a recharger … simple. 

Simple problems are problems where there is a good or standard solution, that is known to 
you.  You can solve it without much thought or effort. 

Complicated Problems 

With complicated problems, the solution isn’t obvious, but a good solution does exist by 
“thinking it through.” 

For complicated problems, you need to analyse the situation, which often requires expert 
knowledge.  For example, a difficult maths problem can be solved with an appropriate level 
of knowledge of maths.  

Complicated problems are the domain of experts such as engineers, surgeon, mechanics, 
scientists, accountants, and analysts.  

For example, in building a bridge, fixing your fridge, or calculating your taxes, a solution can 
be found through analysis. To help solve complicated problems, you can always call in an 
expert, if it's out of your own domain of knowledge.  

Complex Problems 

Complex problems are problems where you don’t have a good enough mental model of the 
world to predict the best course of action.  

In these situations, you can’t think your way forward…. you need to experiment your way 
forward. You need to actively interact with the world, to see what the world has to offer.  

Chaotic Problems 

The last class of problems are chaotic – problems where there isn’t an opportunity to 
explore or think through a solution. 

COVID-19, is an example of a chaotic challenge, in that there was no time to think or 
experiment a way forward to a good solution. We needed to act immediately to contain the 
problem … such as introducing social distancing and working from home. And from this 
containment, it moves the issues into the other domains… for example, exploring how best 
to work from home. 

 



 

Most real-world challenges are complex in nature 

Interestingly, most of the challenges that we all face in life are complex in nature – problems 

where we can’t simply “think our way” to a solution. 

 

In all of the examples above, there is no way of knowing what the best option or solution is 
in advance – we need to explore what works in practice. 

Making Friends We cannot simply walk into a room full of people and analyse the 
situation and determine who will be our best friend for life.  
Levels of friendship are something that emerge over time, 
through ongoing positive or negative interactions. 

Dealing with Bullies There  is no rule book that will work in all instances in dealing 
with bullies - there are many subtle situational factors that need 
to be taken into account. 

Marriage In the western world, around 2/3 of marriages end in divorce.  
We are not that great at navigating relationship challenges. 

Small Business Even small businesses are “complex in nature” – we can’t predict 
in advance what our competitors will do, what the best services 
or price points will be, or what strategic alliances will be available 
to us.   



 

Tesla in Space As we know, SpaceX has had some amazing successes.  However, 
they have had many failures along the way – issues they couldn’t 
predict in advance. 

AI Taking our Jobs We really can’t crystal ball the future and know exactly what the 
future of work will be.  The future is too uncertain. 

 

Navigating complex challenges 

For complex challenges, you can’t think your way forward, you need to explore your way 

forward.  You need to find out what the world has to offer you in practice through acting. 

One useful metaphor for thinking about how to approach complex challenges is ant colony 

optimisation. 

The Way of the Ant 

For an ant colony, finding food is a complex challenge – they don’t know in advance where 

the food is.  They can’t think their way forward, they need to explore their way forward. 

How ants solve this complex problem is by balancing exploration with exploitation: 

  

Initially when ants don’t know where a food source is, they “explore” many options – you 

see many ants in many different directions. 

When an ant discovers food however, it leaves a pheromone trail for others to find it. 

The more ants follow the trail, and the more food is found, the stronger the trail becomes.   

exploration exploitation 



 

Over time you see patterns emerging, where many ants follow the same trails to where food 

is known to exist. 

But there is always a degree of exploration and exploitation depending on the situation.   

Thinking like an ant 

All of the complex challenges that we have described can be approached in a similar way. 

We need to explore many possibilities in parallel, exploring the terrain to see what works in 

practice.  In design thinking we “prototype” various solutions to various degrees. 

With such evidence, we can then converge on solutions that work in practice.   

 

The Agile Life Framework 

In approaching complex challenges, there are 5 “discoveries that are important”: 

 

Use this framework to facilitate conversations and projects involving “complex challenges.” 

Remember, it is an ongoing process, involving many iterations.  Solutions will emerge 

through interacting with the world, and seeing what works in practice. 

  



 

In conclusion 

Most of the challenges we face in the real world are complex in nature – you cannot “think” 

your way to solutions, but we can “explore” our way forward. 

We are not generally good at this design thinking – we are often trained to be experts, 

where we are expected to know the answers. 

But complex challenges require a different strategy.  And so many of the problems we face 

in life are complex in nature. 

It is through balancing exploration (trying new ideas) with exploitation (doing what is 

currently working well), that we can iterate our ideas, converging on solutions that work in 

practice. 

Interested in learning more? 

If you are interested in learning more about useful strategies for solving complex challenges, 

please subscribe to our free newsletter at www.theagilelife.com.au/#newsletter, where you 

will receive weekly tip sheets and videos. 

Also, to learn more about what services we can provide, feel free to contact us directly at 

enquiries@theagilelife.com.au 
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