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‘ Having access to the arts in school is 
good for attainment, good for job 
prospects, and good for the creative 
talent pipeline.’

                                         Tristram Hunt, V&A Director 

 Overview         

Creative education has the power to change and shape young 
people’s lives for the better. Today, the creative industries are worth 
over £10 million per hour to the UK economy. However, art and design 
education across the UK is in crisis and a damaging skills gap is 
increasingly apparent.

As the world’s greatest museum of art and design – a ‘schoolroom for 
everyone’, as described by our founding Director, Henry Cole – the V&A 
has an essential role to play in the nation’s creative education. The need 
to improve D&T provision is particularly acute in the Midlands and the 
north of England, where creative industries have historically thrived, but 
attainment in D&T GCSE is lower than in London and the South East.

The V&A’s national secondary schools 
programme, DesignLab Nation, aims to:

 Inspire the next generation of professional designers,  
makers and innovators 

 Equip young people with 21st century skills necessary 
for workplaces of the future 

 Support the teaching of Design & Technology and 
the future of the creative industries 

Support regional museums and local design networks

Expand the reach of the V&A’s collections

In our current three-year programme (September 2017 – August 2020) 
the programme has been rolled out in five regions across the UK – 
Blackburn, Coventry, Sheffield, Stoke-on-Trent and Sunderland. We have 
now reached the end of the second year of the programme and have 
produced this report to share our achievements and learning to date 
(31.8.2019). 

In recent years, we have witnessed a dramatic decline in uptake of 
creative subjects by students at GCSE level, with D&T suffering a 
staggering drop of 67% since 2010. As creative education deteriorates 
among young people, who are being encouraged to narrow their focus 
on subjects included in the English Baccalaureate (EBacc), so too does 
the provision of D&T teacher training, with the number of design-
specialist teachers in the country down 32% since 2010. Combined, these 
issues are leading to a drastic skills shortage, which is already being felt 
by the UK’s creative industries. 

After carrying out in-depth research, we selected regions and our 
partner museums based on the below:  
 • Low percentage of students selecting GCSE D&T  
 • High number of students on free school meals  
 • High number of students eligible for pupil premium  
 • Rich design heritage to draw inspiration from
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‘ …to have a project where we can work 
with secondary schools and start  
building up those contacts again, that 
has been really valuable.’

                             Partner Museum Staff
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Year 1 

 
Year 2 

 
Year 3 

Blackburn: Blackburn Museum and Art Gallery 

Coventry: Culture Coventry 

Sheffield: Millennium Art Gallery 

Stoke-on-Trent: Potteries Museum and Art Gallery 

Sunderland: National Glass Centre 

Deliverables

In each participating region, we partner with a museum and a 
professional designer. Together, we deliver in-depth design projects to 
local secondary school groups (aged 11–16, approx. 25 students in each) 
and continuing professional development (CPD) sessions for regional 
networks of teachers. These activities are supported by the loan of 
inspiring and relevant objects from the V&A’s collections for public 
display in the regional museums. All participating students will visit 
both their local museum and the V&A during their project, as well as 
additional engagement with other local design industries, colleges and 
universities. This programme supports the teaching of the new Design 
and Technology (D&T) GCSE, which launched in September 2017. 

In each year of the programme, partner museums are asked to recruit 
three local schools that they have not recently engaged with, and which 
are based in areas with above average levels of income deprivation or/
and have low levels of cultural engagement. This programme is fully 
funded for all schools who take part, including travel to London and 
workshop materials. 

Participation Summary September 2017 – Autumn 2019 

455 Students 2326 instances of participation 

172 Teachers 338 instances of participation

Participation targets across the whole programme 
(September 2017 – August 2020): 

900 Students 3600 instances of participation

216 Teachers 324 instances of participation
Right:

Blow Away, Front Design, 2009 
© Victoria & Albert Museum, London 

Loan supporting DesignLab Nation Stoke-on-Trent

Partner Museums
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51% 
first time visiting 
local museum. 

DEVELOPED CULTURE CAPITAL

 Year 2 Programme Highlights            

93% 
first time visiting 
the V&A. 

Support 
from 

local industries / further 
education institutions.
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As a result 66.9% of students say they know more 
about design industries in their local area.

SUPPORTED REGIONAL MUSEUMS 

59 V&A objects lent to partner museums 
to inspire students in DesignLab Nation 
projects - also seen by 609, 018 visitors. 

Growing Networks with local secondary schools.

INSPIRED STUDENTS
 Engaged 377  students from 17 regional 

schools -  1953 instances  
of participation.

After the project students describe themselves as…  
Imaginative, Designer, Artistic, Maker.

 Engaged 377
EMPOWERED AND SUPPORTED TEACHERS 

   teachers,  
277 instances 
of participation.

 Engaged 143

‘  It has been one of the most 
rewarding experiences that  
I have had in my decade or  
so of teaching.’

                         Participating Teacher 

‘ It has made me see things  
in a more original and 
imaginative way with 
my art.’

                         Participating Student 

‘ The best part of DesignLab 
Nation was…the experience 
of visiting the V&A Museum 
n London and seeing all  
of the amazing art.’ 
                          Participating Student
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    Developing Key 21st Century skills                    

Revisiting and 
repurposing work

Prototyping, adapting 
and amending

Critical 
Thinking

 Celebrating  
 achievements 

Object based 
learning

Working with local and 
national experts 

 Tapping into local  
 design industries 

Collaboration

 Working with peers in  
 group challenges 

Highlights Page:  
Student exploring Videogames:  
Design/Play/Disrupt exhibition,  
DesignLab Nation Coventry  
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London  

Left: 
Students creating prototypes,  
DesignLab Nation Coventry,  
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Creative 
Thinking

 Using familiar tools  
 in unfamiliar ways 

Focus on process 
rather than outcome 

 Permission to  
 make mistakes 

Experimentation, choice, 
freedom, possibility

Evaluation findings show that students have developed these skills in the 
following ways:

Questioning their  
own decisions 

‘  The best part of DesignLab Nation was 
learning new things and seeing things 
from a different perspective.’

                                      Participating Student

8
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 Year 2         

Blackburn DesignLab Nation Schools’ Projects

The Year 2 DesignLab Nation schools projects based in 
Blackburn focused on the area’s terracotta and architectural 
ceramics heritage.   

As part of Blackburn Museum and Art Gallery’s temporary 
exhibition, Structures in Ceramics, the V&A lent Julie Tile for 
A House for Essex, by Turner prize-winning artist Grayson 
Perry RA. This loan and exhibition celebrated the history 
and craft of architectural ceramic production in Darwen 
(neighbouring town to Blackburn), and asked students to 
look at how the technology has been utilised by designers 
and artists today.

To lead Year 2 students through the in-depth projects, the 
museum recruited BREAD Art Collective, a participatory 
art and design collective established in 2009 by David 
Boultbee. BREAD challenged students to design and make 
architectural ceramics to share secrets and stories about 
architecture in Blackburn. 

Through taking part in architectural walking tours in 
Blackburn and on Exhibition Road (London) students 
learnt to identify different styles of architecture and see 
architectural ceramics in situ. Students were encouraged 
to find new ways of viewing and recording structures - 
including taking impressions, walking backwards and using 
GoPro cameras. During their visit to the V&A, students 
explored the Museum’s tiled Sackler Courtyard and took a 
special behind the scenes visit to the Museum’s Victorian 
sgraffito façade. 

Students experienced the design process of ceramics tiles 
through a factory tour of Darwen Terracotta and Faience. 
Working with BREAD and museum professionals, students 
designed their own slip cast tiles through creating their 
own handcrafted moulds, which were then displayed at 
Blackburn Museum and Art Gallery at the end of the year. 
 
 
DesignLab Nation Teachers’ CPD

In November 2018, Blackburn Museum and Art Gallery 
hosted a DesignLab Nation CPD event for Lancashire based 
Secondary School teachers. This evening included talks from 
designers and museum professionals, showcasing both 
Year 1 and Year 2 projects. To give a taste of a DesignLab 
Nation schools’ projects, teachers took part in workshops 
with designers Sarah Hardacre (Year 1) and David Boultbee 
(Year 2). Activities included relief print making using 
the museum’s Columbia Press, and slip casting taking 
inspiration from the V&A loan, Julie Tile by Grayson Perry RA. 
This event provided an excellent opportunity to recruit new 
schools for Year 2 and Year 3 projects. 

Participation Summary September 2018 – July 2019 

101 Students 505 instances of participation 

27 Teachers 51 instances of participation

Left:  
Students on a factory tour of 
Darwen Terracotta and Faience,  
DesignLab Nation Blackburn 
© Lee Smillie 
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2018/2019 Schools

•  St Wilfrids C of E Academy 
•  Turton School 
•  Accrington Academy  
•  Sir John Thursby Community College

Architectural Ceramics with BREAD Art Collective 
and Blackburn Museum and Art Gallery

https://blackburnmuseum.org.uk/
https://blackburnmuseum.org.uk/whats-on/structures-in-ceramic-exhibition/
http://breadartcollective.co.uk/
https://www.darwenterracotta.com/
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 Year 2         

Coventry DesignLab Nation Schools’ Projects

In Year 2 in Coventry, the V&A joined forces with the team 
at The Herbert Art Gallery and Museum and maker  
Gemma Potter. Gemma specialises in producing 
interventions and installations which explore traditional 
craft skills and computing heritage. The 2018/2019 schools’ 
projects challenged students to investigate the terms 
‘play’ and ‘production’ and make links between two design 
disciplines embedded in Coventry- weaving and gaming. 

Weaving in Coventry was once a cottage industry, looms 
set up in the home. In contrast, gaming is now a common 
activity in most homes and is considered a non-productive 
leisure activity. What if gaming took on a new role? How 
could gaming become a productive activity? What could it 
produce? These are just some of the questions we asked 
students to consider during the project as they set about 
designing new prototypes. 

To gather inspiration, we asked students to carry out first 
hand research in Coventry and during a trip to the V&A. This 
included visiting The Weavers House, accessing Coventry’s 
Silk Ribbon Weaving archive, visiting the V&A’s Videogames: 
Design/Play/Disrupt exhibition and drawing inspiration 
from the object loans lent by the V&A to support the 
project. The object loans ranged from 19th century 
hand written code and woven textiles from Kashmir to 
contemporary digitally printed textiles by Mary Katrantzou. 

Working with Gemma and museum professionals, students 
developed their ideas, put them through user testing and 
created short films to present their devices. Students also 
learnt basic coding skills using Microbits and Makey Makeys. 

To find out about potential career paths students also 
interviewed V&A Game Designer in Residence Matteo 
Menapace and designer James Thomas from Rare, an  
Xbox game studio based in Twycross. 

Students were able to celebrate their design ideas and 
achievements at an end of year pop-up exhibition at  
The Herbert Gallery and Museum. 
 
 
DesignLab Nation Teachers’ CPD

To share learning from the schools’ projects and support 
local D&T networks, The Herbert Art Gallery and Museum 
hosted a DesignLab Nation CPD event for local Secondary 
School teachers in July 2019. This event was a valuable 
opportunity for local teachers to meet and discuss their 
approaches, learn new skills and to find out more about 
taking part in future projects. The evening included 
innovative coding and prototyping challenges set by 
Gemma Potter based around the Herbert Collections and 
V&A loans.

Left:  
Students creating prototype designs, 
DesignLab Nation Coventry  
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

Play and Production with Gemma Potter  
and The Herbert Art Gallery and Museum, Coventry

Participation Summary September 2018 – July 2019 

101 Students 493 instances of participation 

21 Teachers 63 instances of participation

12

2018/2019 Schools

•  Finham Park 2 School 
•  Finham Park School 
•  Foxford School and Community Arts College  
•  Cardinal Newman Catholic School

https://www.theherbert.org/
https://gemmamaypotter.co.uk/
https://theweavershouse.org/
https://www.vam.ac.uk/exhibitions/videogames
https://www.vam.ac.uk/exhibitions/videogames
https://ma.tteo.me/
https://ma.tteo.me/
https://www.rare.co.uk/
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 Year 2         

Sheffield
The Functional & Decorative: Designing for Inner Calm 
with Sarah Jane Palmer and Millennium Gallery, Sheffield

Left:  
Students gathering research in the V&A’s Islamic 
Middle East Galleries, DesignLab Nation Sheffield  
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
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DesignLab Nation Schools’ Projects

Joining us as a DesignLab Nation museum partner for 
Year 2, the Millennium Gallery (Sheffield) drew on the 
city’s strong legacy for product design for their DesignLab 
Nation projects. Working with artist Sarah Jane Palmer, 
we challenged students to create 2D and 3D designs to 
enhance a user’s well-being. 

Sarah Jane Palmer, is a visual artist specialising in 
multimedia installation, animation, printmaking, sculpture 
and theatrical design. To inspire students in their projects, 
the V&A lent objects by innovative Victorian designer 
Christopher Dresser. The objects demonstrated the 
changing aesthetic styles of Dresser and how he strived 
to meet a user’s needs and challenge their perception of 
good design. During their visit to the V&A, students had 
the opportunity to take findings and inspiration from the 
Jameel Prize 5, the Islamic Middle East collection, Furniture 
collection and Prints & Drawings collection as well as try 
out Spun chairs by designer Thomas Heatherwick. 

Working with Sarah and museum professionals, students 
developed their designs through a series of drawing 
challenges, prototypes and experiments with nets. During 
the project, students visited the Art & Design department 
at Sheffield Institute of Art, where they were able to access 
digital drawing software and find out more about pathways 
into creative careers. 

Students were able to celebrate their final outcomes  
and achievements at an end of year party at the 
Millennium Gallery. 

The Year 2 DesignLab Nation Teachers’ CPD will take  
place in autumn 2019, with the aim to recruit and equip  
Year 3 schools.

Participation Summary September 2018 – July 2019 

66 Students 330 instances of participation 

22 Teachers 47 instances of participation

2018/2019 Schools

• All Saints Catholic High School 
• Sheffield Park Academy 
• Handsworth Grange Community Sports College

https://www.museums-sheffield.org.uk/museums/millennium-gallery/home
http://sarahjanepalmer.co.uk/
https://www.vam.ac.uk/exhibitions/jameel-prize-5
https://www4.shu.ac.uk/sia/
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 Year 2         

Stoke-on-Trent
Perfection vs Imperfection with Neil Brownsword and  
The Potteries Museum and Art Gallery, Stoke-on-Trent

Left:  
Student undertaking ceramics challenge, 
DesignLab Nation Stoke-on-Trent 
© Jenny Harper 

DesignLab Nation Schools’ Projects

In 2018 the V&A teamed up with The Potteries Museum and 
Art Gallery (PMAG) in Stoke on Trent- the home of British 
ceramics. The Stoke-on-Trent based Year 2 projects focused 
on the theme of Perfection vs Imperfection – challenging 
students to embrace the mistakes and flaws as they worked 
through a range of creative processes. The students worked 
with Neil Brownsword, a ceramicist, installation artist and 
former V&A artist-in-residence. 

To support these projects the V&A lent six ceramic pieces 
to PMAG, which challenged the concept of perfection- 
including 15th century Thai ceramic wasters and Blow Away 
(2009), a contemporary response to Royal Delft by Swedish 
design studio Front Design. At the start of the project, we 
asked students to compare the loans against the PMAG 
collections and study through quick-fire drawing activities. 

Working with Neil and museum professionals, we 
challenged students to undertake ceramic experiments to 
question their own perception of perfection. This included 
using moulds, hand building and plaster casting. During 
one exciting session, students excavated waste pottery 
from a shraff tip at Middleport canal side factories, which 
they then used as inspiration for their own designs. 

 

To learn about the projects main material (clay), students 
visited the Potclays factory, where they found out how it is 
processed. From working with and visiting Johnsons Tiles, 
Heraldic Pottery and Staffordshire University, young people 
were able to see contemporary production and practice in 
action, and find out about pathways into creative careers. 
During their projects, students visited the V&A to gather 
further inspiration from the Ceramics galleries, Cast 
Courts and Sackler courtyard, and then worked with Neil 
to bring together their research to create collaborative 
ceramic vessels. 

Students were able to celebrate their designs and 
achievements at an end of year pop up exhibition at The 
Potteries Museum and Art Gallery. 
 
 
DesignLab Nation Teachers’ CPD

In June 2019, The Potteries Museum and Art Gallery 
ran a DesignLab Nation Teachers’ CPD event for local 
teachers, sharing learning from Year 2 projects. The session 
included drawing and mould-making challenges with Neil 
Brownsword, building on teachers’ ideas of using clay in 
the classroom. 

Participation Summary September 2018 – July 2019 

60 Students 300 instances of participation 

39 Teachers 59 instances of participation

2018/2019 Schools

• Birches Head Academy 
• Co-op Academy of Stoke-on-Trent 
• Thistley Hough Academy

http://www.stokemuseums.org.uk/pmag/
http://www.stokemuseums.org.uk/pmag/
https://thingnessofthings.wordpress.com/contributors-2/neil-brownsword/
https://potclays.co.uk/
https://www.johnson-tiles.com/
https://www.heraldicpottery.co.uk/
https://www.staffs.ac.uk/
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Left:  
Students taking part in a hot glass 
workshop at the National Glass Centre, 
DesignLab Nation Sunderland  
© National Glass Centre 

 Year 2         

Sunderland
Memphis Mix Up with the National Glass Centre  
and the University of Sunderland, Sunderland

Participation Summary September 2018 – July 2019 

49 Students 245 instances of participation 

34 Teachers 34 instances of participation

DesignLab Nation Schools’ Projects

For our second year of DesignLab Nation we worked in 
partnership with the National Glass Centre, to deliver 
DesignLab Nation projects to schools in and around the 
city of Sunderland. The school projects focused on the 
area’s rich social and industrial heritage in the production 
of glass and ceramics, while also asking students to draw 
inspiration from international designers such as the 
Memphis Design Group. 

During visits to the V&A, students were set their challenge 
to re-invent a desk space using the glass and ceramics 
techniques. Students undertook research within the V&A 
ceramic, glass and 20th century galleries as well as creating 
initial prototypes of their own designs. 

To support the students within their projects back in 
Sunderland, the National Glass Centre curated the display 
Skills and Techniques. This display included loaned V&A 
objects by prominent designers including Ettore Sottsass, 
René Lalique, Louis Comfort Tiffany and Clare Twomey as 
well as local glass and ceramic artists. 

Working with a range of professional makers and designers 
from the National Glass Centre and the University of 
Sunderland, students experimented with an extensive 
range of glass and ceramic techniques including hot glass, 
lampworking, waterjet cutting, thrown ceramics, and cast 
ceramics. 
 
 
DesignLab Nation Teachers’ CPD

In May 2019, the National Glass centre ran a DesignLab 
Nation Teachers’ CPD event for local teachers.  The session 
included a tour of the National Glass Centre, including the 
Skills and Techniques display. The CPD was then used as an 
opportunity to highlight some of the activities students 
would be undertaking in DesignLab Nation Year 3 – focusing 
on the theme of ‘Lighting’. Teachers worked with artists 
and designers form the National Glass Centre to develop 
creative skills through learning to screen print and sandcast 
on glass. 

2018/2019 Schools

• Castle View Enterprise Academy 
• Oxclose Community Academy 
• Sandhill View Academy

https://sunderlandculture.org.uk/our-venues/national-glass-centre/
https://www.memphis-milano.com/
https://sunderlandculture.org.uk/our-venues/national-glass-centre/
https://sunderlandculture.org.uk/our-venues/national-glass-centre/
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In the second year of DesignLab Nation the V&A has lent 59 objects 
to Blackburn Museum and Art Gallery, The Herbert Art Gallery and 
Museum, Millennium Gallery, The Potteries Museum and Art Gallery 
and National Glass Centre. These included objects from the V&A 
departments of FTF (Fashion, Textiles and Furniture) Ceramics, Glass, 
Asia, Word and Image, DAD (Design, Architecture and Digital) and 
Metalwork. 

Notable designers, makers and artists including Grayson Perry, Gunta 
Stölzl, Christopher Dresser, René Jules Lalique, Dale Chihuly and Mary 
Katrantzou were showcased throughout the year. We were also pleased 
to include a number of key designers from the AQA D&T Specification 
including Louis Comfort Tiffany, Aldo Rossi and Ettore Sottsass. 

Above:
Teapot, Christopher Dresser, 1879 

© Victoria & Albert Museum, London 
Loan supporting DesignbLab Nation Sheffield 

Right:
Julie Tile, Grayson Perry RA for FAT Architecture 

© Victoria & Albert Museum, London 
Loan supporting DesignLab Nation Blackburn

‘  The best part of DesignLab Nation 
was [students] discovering  
through experimentation in many  
different forms... a very valuable 
learning process.’

                         Participating Teacher

    Year 2 Programme Loans         

21Year 2 Report 2018 / 2019
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DesignLab Nation Year 1 Film

https://www.vam.ac.uk/info/designlab#designlab-nation

V&A Blog Posts

https://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/news-learning-department 

    Wider Dissemination                         
We have also had the opportunity to share our learning from the 
programme with the wider museum community through: 
•  Presenting at Resfest 2018 
•   Writing an article for Engage: The International Journal  

of Visual Art and Gallery Education  
•   Presenting the programme at the 2019 GEM Conference in Torquay 

in September 2019. The GEM conference is an annual CPD event 
for heritage learning in the UK. We will be presenting a workshop 
alongside Culture Coventry and maker Gemma Potter on Mapping 
Design Communities in response to the 2019 conference theme 
Connection, Action and Innovation.

    Press Highlights                          

Left: 
V&A Conservation team preparing  
Cristian Zuzunaga Scarf for loan  
to The Herbert Museum and Art Gallery  
©Victoria and Albert Museum, London  

22

https://www.vam.ac.uk/info/designlab#designlab-nation
https://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/news-learning-department 
https://gem.org.uk/training-and-events/gem-conference-2019/
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  Evaluation     

In Year 2 of DesignLab Nation the V&A worked alongside external 
evaluator, Beth Dyson, to evaluate the programme against our Key 
Programme Objectives (Page 3). From our findings, we are keen to record 
learning for future years of the programme. The evaluation findings on 
the following pages are extracted from a full evaluation report created 
by Beth Dyson, which is available on request. 

 
Evaluation Methodology

In order to gain a full and rounded picture of this ambitious programme 
we employed a number of different evaluation methods, including:  
 • Front-end and Summative Evaluation  
 •  Case Study (DesignLab Nation Autumn 2018 Project, Sheffield) 
 • Partner Museum Focus Group 
 • Designer and Teacher Telephone Interviews 
 • Teacher CPD Evaluation forms 
 • V&A Project Coordinator Observations 

 

Left: 
Favrile, Louis Comfort Tiffany, 1902 

© Victoria & Albert Museum, London 
Loan supporting DesignLab Nation Sunderland 

Right: 
Design for a hanging (cropped),  

Gunta Stölzl, 1928  
©Victoria & Albert Museum, London 
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 Evaluation        

Impact on Students
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‘ The best part of DesignLab Nation was [students] 
making connections with external agencies and 
having an awareness of career pathways.’

                                                   Participating Teacher

Left: 
Ceramicist Neil Brownsword 
leading clay masterclass , 
DesignLab Nation Stoke-on-Trent 
© Jenny Harper  

Through the programme the V&A aims for students:
•  To be more interested in pursuing a career in the creative industries. 

•  To be more interested in studying a creative subject at school or beyond.

•  To be more confident in their art and design skills, and develop 21st 
century skills (creative thinking, critical thinking and collaboration) 
essential for future workplaces.

•  Have a better understanding about design, and how to access 
collections and industries at a local and national level.

There was an 
increase of 4% in 

students being more 
interested in a career 

in the creative 
industries 

There was an 
increase of 5.9%  
in students feeling 

confident with 
their art and 
design skills.

first time visiting 
the V&A  

93% 

first time visiting 
local museum  

51% 

of students agreed that 
they knew more about 

design industries in 
their local area because 

of the project. 

66.9% 

Working with a designer was ‘…an experience 
I’ll never forget. I learnt so much about art and 
design that I believe will help me in the future. 
Thank you for sharing your knowledge with me. 
I’ll use it!’
         Participating Student



 Reflections 

•  We are pleased with the impact we are having on 
students. Going forward we would like to continue 
to build on the percentages overleaf. We would like 
to attract more students who have not visited their 
local museums, encouraging students who are less 
culturally engaged. We would also like to highlight to 
students that by taking part in DesignLab Nation they 
are equipping themselves with the 21st century skills 
needed across all different creative industries (fashion, 
gaming, architecture etc.), not only the industry that 
they are focusing on. 

•  From reviewing student evaluation we found an unclear 
disparity between students indicating an increased 
desire to work in the creative industries, but a decreased 
desire to study it (a decrease of 5.1% in students being 
interested in taking a creative subject). It indicates that 
the programme is successfully showing students an 
attractive end result, but less clearly showing them the 
pathway there –we would like to address this subject 
more overtly in the programme going forward. We 
would also like to address that students are receiving 
the support to select creative subjects by schools and  
at home. 

•  Going forward we would like to reflect our evaluation 
tools, questions and strategies for collecting feedback 
from students. Concerns including ‘Initial Evaluation 
Forms’ been issued at varying times and with varying 
levels of context and ‘End Evaluation Forms’ been 
complete at the end of the day as students are leaving 
and energy levels may have resulted in the low 
percentages in our Front/End Evaluations. We also 
would like to reflect how we ask students about their 
interest in taking a creative subject at GCSE or beyond as 
students participating are in varying age groups, giving 
this question different levels i.e. Year 9s may have just 
selected D&T prior to starting the project. 

 Evaluation        

Impact on Teachers

‘  I improved my knowledge of slip-casting and appreciated the opportunity  
to use the Columbian printing press. It was also interesting to learn about 
school projects making industrial links.’ 
                                                                             Participating Teacher

Through the programme the V&A aims for teachers:
•  To gain new skills and approaches of learning ready to take back  

to the classroom.

•  To be inspired and passionate about their subject and wanting  
to endorse it within the school.

•  To feel enthusiastic and more prepared in teaching the new D&T 
GCSE and/or other creative subjects. 

•  To feel more connected to their local museum, local design 
industries and local teacher networks. 

•  For headteachers and governors to have a better understanding  
of the V&A and partner museums as a resource to support D&T  
and offer greater support to D&T teaching.

Year 2 Report 2018 / 2019 29

Student learning to lampwork glass at the  
National Glass Centre, DesignLab Nation Sunderland 
© National Glass Centre
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of teachers would 
recommend the 

programme  

100% Teachers we worked with 
wanted their students to 
get the following out of 
the project: creative 
skills, and the chance 

to meet artists/ 
designers/ curators.

Teachers thought 
the most successful 

parts were the museum 
visits, the opportunity 

to engage with different 
people, and the chance to 

follow a design process 
from beginning to end.



 Reflections 

We are pleased with the impact we are having on teachers. 
However, going forward, we would like to work with 
teachers more so in the planning stages of the projects, 
so we can better support them to support students in 
the workshops. We would like to highlight the project to 
headteachers, senoir leadership teams (SLT), governors, 
families and MPs so teachers are supported to secure the 
project in their school, raise the profile of the subject and 
have the capacity to build on learning after the project 
ends. We would like teachers to come away from taking 
part in a project or CPD feeling like they are now supported 
by and can contribute to a local and national D&T network. 
 

 Evaluation        

Impact on Partner Museums

Through the programme the V&A  
aims for partner museums:
•   To feel more connected to local secondary 

schools and teachers.
•  To feel more connected to local designers and 

local design industries.

•  To feel that the V&A loans have supported the 
way visitors interact with their own collections 
and local design heritage.

•  To raise the profile of D&T in the curriculum in 
their local area.

•  To feel connected to the V&A, other partner 
museums and a national network aiming to 
raise the profile of D&T.

•  To develop and embed a model for future 
programmes, working specifically with 
secondary school D&T students and teachers.

Students undertaking ceramics challenge, 
DesignLab Nation Stoke-on-Trent 
© Jenny Harper 
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‘ It is a really great project and I think 
it has forced our hands to work  
with secondary schools again and  
I think that’s been really important, 
so being given this opportunity  
has been really great. And to have 
an exhibition to go with it. It’s kind 
of elevated learning within the 
organisation…’  
                            Partner Museum Staff

‘ Working outside of a classroom 
environment has been the most 
beneficial [thing] and using 
a variety of strategies and 
techniques to inspire the students. 
I feel that the project has shown 
the students the iterative design 
process and how to creatively think 
when given a design brief.’ 
                                       Participating Teacher

Impact of project on partner museums:

Raised profile 
of individual 
institutions

Raised  
profile of own 
departments 

with own  
organisation

Used loans 
and contacts to 
 build on own  

collection

Access to 
funding has allowed 

museums to reconnect 
with audiences that 

are often difficult 
to access

Growing 
networks with 
local secondary 

schools

Potential to  
provide museum 

staff with CPD 
opportunities 
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 Reflections 

We are pleased with the impact we are having on 
partner museums. This year we have been able to see 
the DesignLab Nation model roll out in different types 
of organisations. Each partner has brought exciting 
new aspects to the programme, whilst also identifying 
different areas of partnership support. We are excited 
to continue to build and develop our partnerships with 
regional museums over the next academic year. We are 
keen to work with partners museums to streamline 
project administration and review the capacity of 
museum staff. During adventurous and multifaceted 
schools’ projects we are keen to clarify roles and 
responsibilities to improve communication and decision 
making throughout. We look forward to finding more 
ways of including the V&A object loans and partner 
museum collections within the programme, to promote 
object-based learning locally and nationally. Going 
forward in Year 3, we would like to work with partners 
to develop a legacy strategy and strengthen the design 
education networks we are starting to build together.

 

Students exploring Blackburn Museum and  
Art Gallery’s exhibition ‘Structures in Ceramics’,  
DesignLab Nation Blackburn  
© Lee Smillie 

 Evaluation        

Strengths
Below we have compiled comments from students, 
teachers, designers and partner museums (partner 
museum regarding the ‘strengths’ of the programme  
in Year 2. We look forward to building upon these in  
the next academic year.  

‘ …for us to have the loans on display 
for that whole year period, and 
knowing that we’ll have another 
year as well, it’s something to really 
focus on when we’re talking to 
visitors and groups. It is a hugely 
positive thing for us to have the 
kudos of that.’ 
                              Partner Museum staff

Designers 
•   Networking with museums
•  Chance to offer young people 

new opportunities
• New skills

Teachers 
•  Strong communication between partners 
•  Ongoing relationship with partner 

museum and V&A
•  Improvement of behaviour 
•  Ideas to take back to the classroom 
• Repetition of key themes 
• Freedom to make 
•  Demonstrating to SLT the benefits of trips 
•  Celebration of achievements
•  Buy in from other teaching staff 
• Visiting museums
•  Engaging with different people
•  Design process experience

Students
•  Visiting V&A/London/local museum
• Making and designing
• Practical skills/techniques
• New experiences

Partner Museums
•  Access to loans
•  Network with local schools and designers
• National profile
• Increased engagement
•  Individual examples of student 

engagement
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 Evaluation        

Areas for Improvement

Below we have compiled comments from students, 
teachers, designers and partner museums regarding 
‘areas of improvement’ of the programme in Year 2. We 
have already started to review these and action changes 
in our new plans for the coming academic year. 

Designers
•   Utilise V&A visit differently: not doing too 

much, but doing one or two things better
•  Consider what we are asking students 

to do between sessions more carefully/
realistically

•  Communication: one voice for the project, 
and level of language used with students

Teachers 
•  Utilise V&A visit- more time in galleries
•  Find more opportunities throughout for 

students to be pleased with progress  
e.g. raise the profile of prototyping work

•  More opportunities for legacy between 
school and designer 

•  Further guidance on selecting 
year groups

Students 
•  More time for the project, including time 

to finish a piece
•  More trips/museum visits
•  More practical activities
•  More freedom/choice in the project

Partner Museums 
• Streamline paperwork 
•  Each partnership to clarify roles 

and responsibilities to improve 
communication and decision making 
going forward 

•  Work with partners to review capacity  
of staff 

•  Review recruitment and attainment of 
schools- expand reach where necessary, 
target students on Pupil Premium within 
schools, get dates confirmed sooner

•  Continue to build networks and develop 
programme legacy

•  Utilise the V&A object loans and regional 
collections throughout project

Left: 
Students exploring V&A object loans,  
DesignLab Nation Stoke-on-Trent 
© Jenny Harper 
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 Executive Evaluation Summary 

Evaluation shows that the message of the programme is strong, offering 
opportunities that are difficult to achieve, and providing clear links to the D&T 
Curriculum, external teaching, and access to museums. 

It also shows that the programme is successfully reaching young people with low 
levels of access to opportunities for cultural engagement. Qualitative feedback 
from all parties is very positive about the programme. There are areas where the 
quantitative feedback seems less positive, such as the disparity between students 
indicating an increased desire to work in the creative industries, but a decreased 
desire to study it. It is an area that the Year 3 evaluation will address in more depth, 
but it may be that the programme is successfully showing students an attractive 
end result, but less clearly showing them the pathway there. Over 68% of students 
taking part in the project were in Year 9 or 10, so have often already chosen or are 
undertaking their GCSEs.  This may also be a factor in the answers given.

There is also a challenge overall in judging the impact of a project such as this, 
as whether or not it has been successful in ‘inspiring a new generation’ will 
not become evident for years. However, it is clear that the project provides an 
opportunity for this to occur.  It also provides students with a unique opportunity to 
expand their horizons, gain new experiences and learn new skills.

The development of partnerships between the V&A, regional museums, and local 
designers has not been without challenges, but the partnerships are valued and 
valuable to all parties, as are the growing networks between regional museums 
and their local secondary schools. All parties express interest in maintaining and 
growing these relationships. However, a final area for consideration is that of project 
legacy.  The DesignLab Nation project has provided opportunities and benefits 
over the past two years that all recipients appreciate and are grateful for: loans, 
exhibitions, funding, networks, contacts with designers and with local schools, 
skills, experience, increased cultural capital; opportunity. Once the partnership 
project element finishes, the challenge for museums will be how to maintain these 
contacts and continue to offer secondary schools something that they will engage 
with, without the added funding.

Evaluation in Year 3 will focus on increasing understanding of the areas where we 
are left with questions at the end of Year 2, and potentially looking into other areas 
such as the loans and CPD elements of the programme in more depth.

 Beth Dyson, External Evaluator, V&A  

‘ The best part of DesignLab Nation was [students] realising 
that D&T is not a soft option. Students also gain a lot from 
knowing there is a common language used in and out of the 
school environment.’

                         Participating Teacher

Right:
Vase, Christopher Dresser, 1892-95  

© Victoria & Albert Museum, London 
Loan supporting DesignLab Nation Sunderland
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 DesignLab Nation Year 3 
 
We are currently looking forward to: 
 
•  Continuing to work with our five current museum partners- 

Blackburn Museum and Art Gallery, Culture Coventry (Coventry 
Transport Museum), Millennium Art Gallery, The Potteries Museum 
and Art Gallery and National Glass Centre - on Year 3 of the 
programme.

•  Devising and delivering another 15 in-depth schools’ projects (60 
workshops) with another 15 regional secondary schools. We are 
currently working with museum partners and Year 3 designers to 
develop and prepare for projects starting in Autumn 2019. Year 
3 projects will have design focus of wallpaper, cycling, silver and 
metalwork, ceramics and lighting. 

•  Devising and delivering another 5 DesignLab Nation Teachers’ CPD 
events to share programme learning with other teachers and 
educators from surrounding areas and develop wider D&T networks.

•  Seeing the Year 3 DesignLab Nation object loans being the focus of 
object based learning activities at partner museums during schools’ 
projects and Teachers’ CPDs. We look forward to seeing students and 
teachers making links with local collections and their own ideas.

•  Developing a programme legacy for schools and teachers we have 
engaged with and building connections between DesignLab Nation 
and our new national schools programme V&A Innovate.  

 DesignLab Nation Phase II 
 
Following the success of the DesignLab Nation (September 2017 –
August 2020) we are happy to announce that the V&A is launching 
DesignLab Nation Phase II (September 2020 – August 2023). We are 
currently developing new partnerships with five new regional museums 
in Doncaster, Ipswich, Stoke-on-Trent, Blackpool and another hub in the 
South West of England to help expand the reach of the programme and 
the V&A collections. 

Right:
Bolide HR Handlebars, Pinarello, 2015  
© Victoria & Albert Museum, London  

Given by Cicli Pinarello, Treviso, Italy 
Loan to Support DesignLab Nation Coventry Year 3 

https://www.vam.ac.uk/info/innovate
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 Programme Funding 

We are delighted to confirm we have secured several recent donations 
towards DesignLab Nation costs, including grants towards particular 
regional activities. With a number of grant applications pending, we are 
confident we will raise the full budget cost to cover the three years of the 
current programme (September 2017-August 2020). 

DesignLab Nation is generously supported by Art Fund and The Foyle 
Foundation.

With additional support from Sarah Nichols, The Staples Trust, The 
Zochonis Charitable Trust, Outset Contemporary Art Fund, the Brian 
Mercer Charitable Trust, The Michael Marsh Charitable Trust, The 
Daniel Howard Foundation, The Barbour Foundation, the William Brake 
Charitable Trust, Sir James Knott Trust, The Fort Foundation, the Edward 
and Dorothy Cadbury Trust, The James Neill Trust Fund and The Percy 
Hedley 1990 Charitable Trust.

 We would also like to thank: 

The students, teachers and staff of our DesignLab Nation 
Year 2 Schools:  
St Wilfrids C of E Academy, Turton School, Accrington Academy,   
Sir John Thursby Community College, Finham Park 2 School, Finham Park 
School, Foxford School and Community Arts College, Cardinal Newman 
Catholic School, All Saints Catholic High School, Sheffield Park Academy, 
Handsworth Grange Community Sports College, Birches Head Academy, 
Co-op Academy of Stoke-on-Trent, Thistley Hough Academy, Castle View 
Enterprise Academy, Oxclose Community Academy and Sandhill View 
Academy 

Our Year 2 Museum Partners: 
Blackburn Museum and Art Gallery,  Culture Coventry (The Herbert Art  
Gallery and Museum), Millennium Art Gallery, The Potteries Museum and 
Art Gallery and National Glass Centre. 

Our Year 2 Project Designers:  
David Boultbee (Bread Art), Gemma Potter, Sarah Jane Palmer, Neil 
Brownsword, Erin Dickson, Colin Rennie, James Maskery, Emma Goring, 
Calum Dawes, Zoe Garner, Michael Davidson, Nigel Morgan, Rory Williams, 
Robert Winter, Mary Watson, David Martin and Ian Spence. 

Our Year 2 Industry Partners:  
Darwen Terracotta and Faience, Rare, The Weavers House, 
Sheffield Institute of Arts, Johnsons Tiles, Heraldic Pottery, Staffordshire 
University, Potclays and the University of Sunderland 

Right::
 Slip Casting Challenge  

DesignLab Nation Sunderland, © National Glass 
Centre 

Back Cover:
Students exploring the ceramic galleries at the V&A 

DesignLab Nation Stoke-on-Trent  
© Victoria & Albert Museum, London

The V&A was awarded Art
Fund Museum of the Year 2016.
The prize money has been used
to support DesignLab Nation.
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Please contact: 
Kate Kennedy
Learning Producer (DesignLab Nation)
ka.kennedy@vam.ac.uk 
with any enquiries.


