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ABSTRACT  
The Finnish education policy has changed in recent years and poses challenging goals for university 
education. In the product development domain this means that teaching needs to produce more 
competent practitioners for the industry than before, at reduced cost. Our long-term goal is to improve 
product development education, and in this paper we focus on capturing teacher knowledge that has an 
impact on students’ learning. The purpose of this paper is to describe the first prototype of pedagogical 
content knowledge (PCK) in product development.  
This research makes use of the educational design research (EDR) strategy. Three experienced 
teachers completed questionnaires and participated in discussion based on the answers. The prototype 
was developed jointly, and the importance of PCK in teaching was discussed. PCK as framework was 
seen as useful during the process, as it facilitated capturing and structuring the tacit teacher knowledge 
on product development. The PCK does not consider the aspects of shared knowledge of teachers or 
the process of continuous learning and organisational learning. We believe that in the future, the 
knowledge of product development teaching could be developed further in the direction of a 
continuous learning process by integrating PCK with processes and practices of organisational 
learning. The role of teachers’ PCK in facilitating good learning results also needs to be studied 
further. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In the Nordic countries, most universities are funded by the government. In Finland, the total 
investment level has been around EUR 1,900 million per year since 2011. Although there has been no 
significant change in investment, the Ministry of Education has changed the expectation level during 
these years. University staff need to produce more high-quality research papers, and more students 
need to move into employment within a year of graduation than before. The metrics set by the 
government also place increased pressure on engineering education. We need novel and innovative 
approaches to increase the efficiency of teaching and learning. Engineering education began in Finland 
in the 1930s, and there are currently four universities that offer engineering education. Each university 
has its own approach to product development, and there is no common, nationwide classification 
system for product development knowledge, skills, habits or attitudes. Our understanding is that the 
situation is the same in other Nordic countries. From our perspective, the purpose of product 
development education is to teach people abilities that allow them to create new solutions for products 
and services, thus creating value in the contexts of economic, social and sustainable development. We 
believe that teacher knowledge has a major impact on the efficiency of teaching and learning. Our 
long-term goal is to define these skills and also to determine what kind of teacher knowledge is 
required in product development nationwide. This study focuses on the knowledge that a teacher has 
available when making decisions regarding his or her actions. Our approach is to apply the concept of 
pedagogical content knowledge, which originates from various educational disciplines, to the area of 
product development education. It provides a classification of the knowledge types we need to capture. 
 



 

2 PEDAGOGICAL CONTENT KNOWLEDGE 
Research from the 1990s argues that product development education still lacks scientific principles (1) 
and is practised on the basis of empiricism, intuition and experience (2). One can argue that the 
research is over twenty years old and that the situation has changed. On the basis of our literature 
review, product development education still lacks a shared and common understanding of the subject 
matter content. Some nations and communities have succeeded in defining this. For example, the 
CDIO framework was created to fill this gap (3) and is used in some universities. It describes on 
general level a variety of necessary skills. The German VDI community has been developing design 
process descriptions since the 1980s (4). The role of the teacher and supervision have been studied in 
the context of Design Based Learning (5). Earlier studies on supervision have identified the following 
types of activity: a) formulating questions to facilitate an understanding of design tasks (6), b) 
providing feedback on technical design progress (7), and c) explicating the rationale for technical 
design, procedures or processes (8). The Engineering, Design and Communication approach identifies 
stages in design processes and corresponding tools and techniques for students to learn (9). In an 
attempt to enhance the efficiency and quality of product development education, we study the 
potential nature of teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge in our domain. There are currently no 
holistic approaches adopting a teacher knowledge viewpoint that explain how to teach this subject and 
why certain teaching approaches produce more viable learning results than others. 
Our aim is to develop teaching and education in the area of product development education. This 
research focuses on the concept of pedagogical content knowledge in the domain of product 
development education. Theory-building of pedagogical content knowledge has taken place in the 
field of teacher professionalism in Anglo-American research, in particular (10)(11). In Europe, the 
same kinds of issues concerning teachers’ knowledge areas and the importance of content have been 
discussed in the area of Fachdidaktik. The aim of the research has been to describe and explain 
teaching but also to develop systematic, theoretical and empirical teaching research and learning in 
specific fields of professionalism (12). Besides these areas, Fachdidaktik explores the learning 
environment, the understanding of teaching events, the different needs of different learners, and 
teacher education. The development of Fachdidaktik is based on the understanding that academic 
domains represent different fields of science, which in their part may be based on various ontological 
and epistemological platforms (13). The understanding of the teacher knowledge field has been the 
subject of much discussion, especially after L. Shulman’s (10) presentations on the division of teacher 
competence into seven fields.  

Table 1. Schulman’s fields of competence for teachers 

  
These fields of knowledge have been regrouped by Grossman (14), who identifies content knowledge, 
general pedagogical knowledge and knowledge of context as separate fields, and divides pedagogical 

Teachers’ field of competence Description 
Content knowledge Content knowledge, according to Shulman (1986), includes the 

basic concepts and principles of the discipline and the 
understanding of why the topics are particularly central to a 
discipline. 

General pedagogical 
knowledge 

General pedagogical knowledge refers to principles and strategies 
of classroom management and organisation. 

Curricular knowledge Curricular knowledge refers to a variety of programmes and 
instructional materials that are designed for the teaching of 
particular subjects. 

Pedagogical content knowledge The dimension of subject matter knowledge for teaching; the ways 
of representing and formulating the subject that make it 
comprehensible to others. 

Knowledge of learners and their characteristics 
Knowledge of educational 
contexts 

Groups, classrooms, the governance and financing of schools, the 
characteristics of educational communities.  

Knowledge of educational ends, purposes, and values, and their philosophical and historical grounds 



 

content knowledge (PCK) into four subcategories: a) conceptions of purposes for teaching subject 
matter, b) knowledge of students’ understanding, c) curricular knowledge, and d) knowledge of 
instructional strategies.  Our plan is to use these fields of knowledge in product development 
education. 

3 RESEARCH STRATEGY AND METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of this research is to develop an initial prototype of pedagogical content knowledge 
(PCK) in product development. It follows the educational design research (EDR) strategy, in which 
analysis, design, evaluation and revision activities are iterated until an appropriate balance between 
ideals and realisation has been achieved (15). The researchers act as reflective practitioners when 
completing the questionnaire and engage in dialogue on the topics with each other. Research data 
consists of the contributions of three NPD teachers at Tampere University of Technology. In total, 
these teachers have over fifty years of experience from different courses related to product 
development education. TUT has offered product development education since 1997. The teachers 
answered a questionnaire, and the answers were complemented by a reflective group discussion. The 
data was analysed by taking a theory-oriented content analysis approach. The PCK categories are 
based on the teachers’ knowledge areas as defined by Shulman’s (16) and Grossman’s (14) 
pedagogical content knowledge (see TABLE in Chapter 2). 

4 PEDAGOGICAL CONTENT KNOWLEDGE IN PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT 
In this chapter, we present our view of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) in product development. 
On the basis of our analysis, we divide PCK into five sub-areas (see Figure 1.) 
 

 
Figure 1. Pedagogical content knowledge areas in product development 

When discussing knowledge of educational ends, purposes and values, and their philosophical 
and historical grounds, we discovered that the university has a long tradition of co-operation with the 
industrial sector. On the basis of feedback collected by the university, graduates serve the competence 
needs of relevant industrial operators. Based on the teachers’ experiences, teaching staff are not valued 
as much as research staff. It should be noted that some teachers have been at the university since 1990, 
first as students and later as teachers and researchers.  
The respondents seem to have in-depth knowledge of students’ understanding, beliefs and 
misconceptions of the area. It is seen as important for a teacher to have knowledge of students’ 
understanding, motivation, skills, habits and attitude. For example, the teachers need to be aware that 
some students are interested in credits or diplomas rather than skills or knowledge. When planning the 
courses, it also needs to be acknowledged that the students, especially first-year students, have poor 
self-reflection skills and that they act on the basis of the ‘legacy’ of high school or upper secondary 
school. The teachers listed some of the typical student misconceptions and beliefs: “There is only one 
correct answer to a question”, “Creativity is a talent and, therefore, impossible to learn”, “Product 
development begins with capturing customer requirements”, “An industrial designer needs to have 
good drawing skills” and “Theory is something difficult and impractical, and that is why it needs to be 
added afterwards in the thesis. There is no need to understand the theory.” 
Findings related to curricular knowledge are linked to the product development curriculum itself, as 
well as horizontal and vertical dependencies within the course structure, teaching materials and 
conceptions of the purpose of teaching the subject matter. During the first year, students are 
introduced to ill-defined problems via a problem-based learning-oriented course. In the second year, 
students learn the basics of product development on two courses. The theme of the first course is 



 

‘product development as a goal- and results-oriented activity’, while the second course walks the 
students through 35 design principles in mechanical engineering design. Third-year students also take 
two courses: one provides an introduction to the mind of the industrial designer, and the other focuses 
on module system development and product families. In the fourth year, students have one course on 
product development: product development project with Lean. 
All the courses have a similar internal structure. The courses start with a motivational part. The 
content knowledge is organised visually, and the topic is introduced if necessary. Topics are usually 
organised in accordance with the design process. At the end of the course, a summary of the whole is 
presented. Each course is usually a separate module, and there are only a few commonalities between 
the courses. However, the skills learnt in previous years are used in later courses. Usually, the most 
popular textbooks on the topic are used as teaching materials. The teachers also use a lot of concrete 
case examples from their own research projects and industrial experience. When discussing the 
conceptions of purpose for teaching subject matter, the teachers emphasise that product development 
is a goal-oriented rather than task-oriented activity. Also, different kinds of design processes and tools 
are needed for a single product and module system. In this university, the flow of information and 
decisions are the basis for PD project management. 
Knowledge of instructional strategies covers problem-based learning, co-creation in teams, learning 
logs, mini-exams, simulation games and demonstrations. The teachers have also adopted the so-called 
Stanford approach, which refers to lecturing with a textbook. The teachers listed exams, homework, 
portfolios, peer evaluation, self-evaluation, feedback from the industrial sector and project team 
competition as evaluation methods that they have knowledge of. 
Additionally, pedagogical content knowledge on knowledge of learners and their characteristics 
was identified during discussion. Most students graduate from high school without any experience of 
design or product development. Some have very little experience of technical systems. As a result, the 
challenge is meeting the students on their level of understanding and comprehension. They typically 
do not have tools or methods for solving open questions or ‘wicked, ill-defined problems’. As laymen, 
they come up with an idea and then they try to make it work. They are not skilled at creating other 
ideas and do not know how to avoid getting stuck on the first idea. They suffer from design fixation 
and they are unfamiliar with self-managing groups of 6–9 people. 

5 OTHER FIELDS OF TEACHER KNOWLEDGE 
In this chapter we discuss the findings from the other fields of teacher knowledge: content knowledge, 
general pedagogical knowledge and knowledge of educational contexts. The main point in the 
teachers’ discussions on content knowledge was the challenge of teaching design processes. The best 
textbooks describe the process and tools for each phase, but there is a lack of elaboration on why a 
certain tool is used in each case, how the tools interact and what their interdependencies are. On 
university-level, we should be able to explain the reasoning behind the use of a certain development 
process and particular tools and approaches. This would enable students to better modify and 
implement these processes in real-life cases. While wondering how to foster creative designers, the 
conceptions and beliefs of learning were mentioned. The teachers reported the use of behavioural 
and constructive approaches, as well as the application of experiential learning on the courses.  
When teachers guide students, their conceptions and beliefs of teaching and awareness of different 
approaches have an effect on their behaviour. The teachers discussed several methods and approaches, 
such as coaching, facilitating, scaffolding, situational leadership, and the zone of proximal 
development. Additionally, planning, execution and evaluation in teaching were mentioned as themes 
relevant to this topic. 
The discussion on conceptions and beliefs about the curriculum had an effect on the development 
of the curriculum. The professor identified underlying guiding principles and beliefs that guide 
curriculum development. When discussing the knowledge of teaching methods, the teachers 
mentioned lecturing, problem-based learning, project-based learning, design-based learning, pre-
structures for content knowledge, and educational design research. Krathwohl’s revised taxonomy of 
learning goals (17) is also used in the planning of product development course content. Knowledge of 
educational contexts was also discussed, and the teachers pointed out that most of the students will be 
employed by industrial and government organisations. It was seen as very important that we educate 
skilled practitioners with valuable competencies. 



 

6 DISCUSSION  
During the research and on the basis of the review comments, we noticed that the maturity of product 
development education differs between nations, Nordic countries and even within a single nation. 
When we compare the product development domain to teacher education, for example, we see that our 
domain is lacking a nationwide curriculum. Each university and department has different conceptions 
of what skills and knowledge the product development engineers need. It also seems that the nature of 
the work is such that it is very challenging to measure or evaluate whether a student has the required 
skills.  
We became more aware of the clear distinction between our domain and some social science domains. 
In some areas, the goal is to understand the phenomena and the situation, but in our domain this is not 
sufficient. Our students need to understand and improve the situation, have a can-do attitude, and be 
resilient. The nature of product development requires the capability to deal with ambiguity and 
uncertainty. In terms of skills, we discussed reframing skills, cause-effect modelling, and abstract 
thinking. Nowadays Lean and flow thinking and cross-disciplinary and self-reflection skills are vital, 
as the products are based on many technologies and the time to market is constantly becoming shorter.  
The process revealed where our focus currently lies and which knowledge fields have not been central. 
It was also successful in making tacit knowledge and conceptions explicit during the discussion. The 
model served as a boundary object for sense-making and negotiation on which fields of knowledge 
need more focus in the near future. We also realised that product development professionals require 
some skills in at least one engineering discipline. Currently, most students major in an engineering 
discipline, and product development is included in their minor studies. The discussion on general 
pedagogical knowledge resulted in the conclusion that it is useful to apply a mixture of behavioural, 
constructive and socio-constructive learning approaches in our domain. From a certain perspective, 
one could claim that product development is an active learning process. 
This cycle of the research process provided us with valuable knowledge of teaching PD, and the 
reflective discussions during the data collection served the research goals. After the analysis and the 
results, we have been able to determine the next steps in the further development of this knowledge of 
product development teaching. Even though we concentrated on the pedagogical content knowledge of 
teachers, the data also clarifies what kind of teacher knowledge there is in the field of product 
development.  
The theoretical framework of pedagogical content knowledge originates from the 1980s and 1990s, 
and we find that it lacks the aspects of teachers’ shared knowledge as well as the process of continuous 
learning and organisational learning. PCK provided a structure and many aspects for identifying 
teacher knowledge, and with the help of interviews and discussions, it also facilitated the generation of 
explicit knowledge on the subject matter knowledge.  

REFERENCES  
[1]  Dixon J. On a research methodology towards a specific theory of design. Artificial Intelligence 

for Engineering Design, Analysis and Manufacturing. Cambridge University Press; 
1987,1(3):145–57.  

[2]  Oxman R. Educating the designerly thinker. Design Studies,  1999 [accessed 2017 Mar 5]; 
Available from: 
http://www.academia.edu/download/32903483/1999_Oxman_Educating_the_Designerly_Thinke
r_DS.pdf 

[3]  Crawley EF, Malmqvist J, Östlund S, Brodeur D. Rethinking engineering education : the CDIO 
approach. Springer, 2007. 286 p.  

[4]  Methodik zum Entwickeln und Konstruieren technischer Systeme und Produkte | VDI 2221. 
[accessed 2017 Mar 5]. Available from: https://www.vdi.de/richtlinie/vdi_2221-
methodik_zum_entwickeln_und_konstruieren_technischer_systeme_und_produkte/ 

[5] Gómez Puente SM, van Eijck M, Jochems W. Facilitating the learning process in design-based 
learning practices: an investigation of teachers’ actions in supervising students. Research in  
Science & Technological Education. Routledge, 2013 Nov [accessed 2017 Mar 5];31(3):288–
307. Available from: http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02635143.2013.837043 

[6]  Etkina E, Karelina A, Ruibal-Villasenor M, Rosengrant D, Jordan R, Hmelo-Silver CE. Design 
and Reflection Help Students Develop Scientific Abilities: Learning in Introductory Physics 
Laboratories. Journal of the Learning Sciences. 2010, [accessed 2017 Mar 5];19(1):54–98. 



 

Available from: http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10508400903452876 
[7]  Chang G-W, Yeh Z-M, Pan S-Y, Liao C-C, Chang H-M. A Progressive Design Approach to 

Enhance Project-Based Learning in Applied Electronics Through an Optoelectronic Sensing 
Project. IEEE Transactions on Education. Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers Inc., 
2008 May [accessed 2017 Mar 5];51(2):220–33. Available from: 
http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/4472094/ 

[8]  Gerber E, McKenna A, Hirsch P, Yarnoff C. Learning to waste and wasting to learn? How to use 
cradle to cradle principles to improve the teaching of design. International Journal of 
Engineering Education. Tempus Publications, 2010 [accessed 2017 Mar 5];26(2):314–23. 
Available from: https://www.scholars.northwestern.edu/en/publications/learning-to-waste-and-
wasting-to-learn-how-to-use-cradle-to-cradl 

[9]  Hirsch PL, Shwom BL, Yarnoff C. Engineering Design and Communication: The Case for 
Interdisciplinary Collaboration. International Journal of Engineering Education., 2001 [accessed 
2017 Mar 5];17(4,5):342–8. Available from: http://www.ijee.ie/articles/Vol17-
4and5/Ijee1223.pdf 

[10]  Shulman LS. Knowledge and teaching. Harvard Educational Review. 1987. p. 1–22.  
[11]  Thames, M. H., Phelps G. Content Knowledge for Teaching. Journal of Teacher Education, 

2008. 
[12]  Schneuwly B. Subject didactic – An academic field related to the teacher profession and teacher 

education. In: Hudson B, Meyer MA, editors. Beyond fragmentation – Didactics, learning and 
teaching in Europe. Barbara Budrich Publishers, 2011. p. 275–86.  

[13]  Sjöberg S. Fagdidaktikk, 2001 [accessed 2017 May 12]. Available from: 
https://folk.uio.no/sveinsj/Innledning_sjoberg_fagdebatikk.htm 

[14]  Grossman, P.L. The making of a teacher : teacher knowledge and teacher education. Teachers 
College Press, Teachers College, Columbia University, 1990. 185 p.  

[15]  McKenney S.E., Reeves TC. Conducting educational design research. 1st ed. London: 
Routledge, 2012. 244 p.  

[16]  Shulman L.S. Knowledge and teaching. Harvard Educational Review, 1987. 1-22 p.  
[17]  Krathwohl D.R. A Revision of Blooms Taxonomy : An Overview. Theory into Practice, 

2002;41(4):212–8.  
 
 
 


