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Nuffield Curriculum Centre promoting design & technology in a reconfigured curriculum

Flexibility and opportunity are at the heart of
QCA's proposed secondary curriculum -
flexibility in teaching subjects, and opportunities
for young people to gain the knowledge and
skills to succeed in learning and life. A modern
curriculum needs to focus on what young
people learn and on how they learn and
experience their subjects. It needs to show how
subjects link together and to a clear set of aims
for the curriculum. Every curriculum should
respond to the needs, interests and
enthusiasms of young people and the
challenges they face, providing pupils with a
coherent learning experience.

The Building Schools for the Future (BSF)
programme clearly presents a once in a lifetime
opportunity to adopt a radical approach to the
provision of world class learning environments
for Design & Technology. So what kinds of
environments are required?

There is clearly a dichotomy over planning for
the delivery of the curriculum as it exists and
is delivered today (e.g. current GCSE and
vocational courses) and that of making the
‘step change’ decisions to transform design and
technology accommodation to give the
maximum flexibility for the subject to develop
over the next 10 to 15 years. Accommodation
must be adaptable and flexible to take account
of both current and future needs.

The subject needs an exciting, vibrant, flexible
teaching and learning environment in which
pupils will feel confident and safe, motivated,
stimulated and inspired to creatively design and
make. The provision of the structure, layout and
design of any building and equipment used for
teaching and learning of design & technology
should exemplify the values of good design.

The accommodation needs to be flexible
enough to deliver different patterns of teaching
and learning, e.g. larger spaces, small
group/breakout rooms, space for one-to-one
counselling. At present the spaces tend to very
much determine the activities that we are able
to do. In the future, the spaces need to match
the activities we need to do. The accommodation
should promote and facilitate innovative practice.

Spaces, for example, could be seen as discrete
spaces or as shared resources where pupils
move between areas to use equipment as
required. Flexibility can be achieved by
designing large spaces which can be divided up
to create a number of different spaces for
different activities. The modern studio should
be capable of constant change in order to
facilitate dynamic teaching and learning,
allowing the teacher to use a variety of styles
and activities within lessons. The
accommodation should encourage the
integration of designing and making and
different learning styles and should facilitate
designing and making as an iterative process.

School buildings should inspire learning. They should nurture
every pupil and member of staff. They should be a source of
pride and a practical resource for the community.

Building schools for the future: consultation on a new approach
to capital investment
February 2003

Education only flourishes if it successfully adapts to the
demands and needs of the time. The curriculum cannot remain
static. It must be responsive to changes in society and the
economy, and changes in the nature of schooling itself. 

National Curriculum 1999
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Modernising design & technology
Design & technology consultant, Jon Parker, believes that an exciting, vibrant and
flexible environment where pupils feel confident and safe will stimulate creativity
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The revision of the KS3 POS provides an
opportunity to look afresh at the curriculum
experience of 11-14 year olds and departments
will need to closely analyse current practice:

• Is the curriculum pupils are experiencing
switching them on to learning?

• Is it relevant and engaging?

• Is it providing a coherent learning
experience across different curriculum
areas? (e.g. ‘Themed learning’)

All 11-14 year old learners will need to
experience working with a broad range of
materials, components, media and processes,
incorporating all of the requirements of the
National Curriculum and the environment will
need to accommodate this. 

Accommodation should be sufficiently flexible
to facilitate different forms of curriculum
delivery, e.g. immersive experiences of design
and technology, such as half-day or whole-day
blocks, themes, ‘Technology weeks’ etc.,
far much more like that experienced by
professional designers than the traditional
school timetable. Accommodation should
allow pupils to experience both working as
an individual and as part of a team.
Designing is often a collaborative activity, in
which the views of others must be welcomed,
listened to and respected.

Learners, from age 14 onwards, will require
access to appropriate pathways including a
range of vocational courses. Within design and
technology this may include Engineering,
Manufacturing, Building Construction or
Catering. 14-19 competency based vocational
courses will require access to a broader and
more specialist range of resources and
equipment than NC/GCSE courses.
Some schools, for example, will become
regional centres.

In relation to the school workforce agenda,
accommodation will need to reflect the
implications of more adults in schools.
The quality of the working environment is
essential for the whole of the workforce.
The accommodation should be able to be
responsive to local needs and available for
extended use beyond the school day by the
community and other commercial users. For
example, study support activities will provide
pupils with a wide range of activities before
and after school and in lunchtimes.

In relation to the work of the Design Council,
the Council’s plans for schools include the
opportunity to place professional designers into
secondary school design classes to connect pupils
and teachers to the working world. Schools will
run collaborative projects with industry, and
learn from current professional practice. 

The ‘Design mark for schools’ will recognise
excellent teaching; reflect the quality of a
department’s course and its ability to stay in
touch with design realities. The ‘Teacher
development scheme’ will promote excellence
in design education by helping teachers and
pupils develop their knowledge of design via a
school becoming the centre of excellence in
each region, arranging workshops, master-
classes and summer-schools to encourage best
practice. Each of these initiatives has
implications for the D & T environment created
in schools. So too will the increased commercial
involvement in design & technology courses,
such as the Waitrose sponsored food activities
and the Vodafone sponsored ECT activities.

All design & technology accommodation should
ideally be located in one place in the school
and preferably on the ground floor. Design &
technology is a single subject and pupils need
to access equipment and materials from across
the department as their work dictates, to make
optimal use of the facilities and strengthen
departmental identity. Both staff and pupils
need to be able to learn from those around
them. Naming all the areas ‘studios’ might just
help to change perceptions and opinions of
design & technology! Post-16 accommodation
should be visible and inspirational for younger
pupils. All learning spaces should be adjacent or
near to Science and Art and Design.
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The environment should be: bright, stimulating, creative, colourful,
flexible, comfortable and interactive. The use of ‘whitewalls’ rather than
‘whiteboards’ provides the opportunity to extend teaching and the
communication of ideas. Quality display areas should be plentiful in order
to inspire and motivate and showcase personal achievement.

All schools should have accommodation for working in a range of
material areas, including woods, metals, plastics, textiles, food, graphics
and electronics. Fixed equipment must be located so that there is
maximum flexibility in the use of space within the room. Electrical and
mechanical services need to facilitate the easy re-location of equipment
as curriculum needs changes and the installation of these services should
not impede the easy alteration of the layout of the accommodation.

Learners should have good access to ICT resources and equipment, and
should be able to use ICT tools whenever it is appropriate.  The
development of the use of ICT in design and technology has led to
greater opportunities for personalised learning, more self directed
activities and independence for pupils. The development of 1 pupil/1
laptop schools with wireless networking would seem to be an ideal
solution. ICT based ‘making’ currently occupies less making time at
present than traditional ‘making’ activities, e.g. 30% ICT and 70%
traditional. This is likely to change quite rapidly, for example to a 70/30
split. The development of mobile learning pods would enable increased
flexibility in this respect.
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The development of a ‘retail warehouse’
approach to the provision of accommodation,
designed for maximum flexibility of space use,
service provision and inter-changeability of
specialist zones would seem to provide a
solution. The accommodation should not
constrain teaching and learning methods, but
the layout should not be so idiosyncratic that
few teachers can work successfully within it.

It would be advantageous if others could see into
the ‘warehouse’ and be inspired by what is going
on, for example rather like the latest ‘motorway
service stations’.



Equipment and resources need to be budgeted for too. The range of
materials and manufacturing processes available for pupils to use when
designing and making will surely continue to grow and the design of
specialist rooms will need to reflect this. Equipment and resources must
be of appropriate design, robustness and sturdiness. But any piece of
equipment has its’ limitations, consider for example both the strengths
and weaknesses of using lasers. The quality of both designing and
making must be of a high standard, and should be enhanced at every
opportunity by the use of new technologies.

Specialisms within individual schools today clearly result in differentiated
funding arrangements. The financial review and renewal cycle for
buildings, resources and equipment would seem to need to be on a
much shorter timescale to allow for the more regular and programmed
renewal and modernisation of facilities for the subject.

So when designing D&T environments in the future,
we need to consider -

• How are we going to be designing?

• What are we going to be making?

• What scale of projects do we need to accommodate?

• What should be the balance of ‘modern’ v ‘traditional’
designing and making processes?

• Does the National Curriculum require a ‘core’ range of resources
and equipment which schools can then build on to deliver their
own range of specialisms, e.g. product design, furniture, CAM,
animation etc. depending upon local demand, specialisms and
expertise of their staff?
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Some examples to generate thinking about adaptability
and flexibility:

• Commonality of studio provision.

• Commonality of furniture provision.

• Use of shared equipment.

• Use of laptops on trolleys.

• Use of ‘commando’ sockets rather than permanent isolator positions.

• Installing machines by methods other than bolting down,
e.g. rubber suction pads.

• Use of portable LEV equipment.

• Use of trolleys to transport and share tools/equipment.

• Leasing high tech equipment rather than outright purchase.

• Shared resource areas.

• A co-ordinated approach to display.

• Using portable display systems/room dividers to define space.

• Using folding screens as room dividers.

• Using furniture to divide and define space.

• Using portable whiteboards, flipcharts.

• Using white walls for projection of teaching and
learning materials/inspirational materials.

• Ensuring that there is a sufficiently large enough space for
team teaching with presentations to larger than normal
group sizes/immersive activities/themed activities.

• Portable coat/bag racks.
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For further reading on key issues influencing the teaching of
design & technology, see the recently published:

Design & technology for the Next Generation
a collection of provocative pieces written by experts in their
field, to stimulate reflection and curriculum innovation.

Available  from the educational publishers CliffeCo at

www.dandt-thebook.com

This article is one of a series available
on the Nuffield Secondary D&T website.

www.secondarydandt.org

Jon Parker
Freelance Consultant for
Design & Technology Education

Previously County Adviser for
Northamptonshire Inspection
and Advisory Service

And finally, some next steps for those involved in developing environments for D&T:

• Develop an overall vision for the nature of accommodation
that will be required by the school in the future.

• Break free from the current straightjacket and
think beyond current constraints.

• Get the specification right to suit local need.

• Know which users you are trying to attract,
when and why and how much that might change over time.

• Know what activities you want to take place –
both managed and ad-hoc.

• Consider which activities are likely to change, and how.

• Consider what services are needed and how they might change.

• Know who in the change team you need to feedback to.

There is a vital need now to build and develop on from Building Bulletin 81, for example
via ‘case studies’ on subject websites, in order to keep all interested parties abreast of
innovative ideas as new environments develop in schools across the country.

http://www.secondarydandt.org/
http://www.dandt-thebook.com/



