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Introduction

The three themes for the V&A Innovate  
National Schools Challenge 2025–26 are: 

Reimagine  
Join 
Rest

We would like you to work in teams to explore one 
theme, find a problem you would like to help solve, 
and come up with a new design idea. 

Take a look at objects from the V&A collection to 
help you explore the themes and find inspiration 
for your exciting design ideas!
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Museum Improvisation — Instructions

Usually when you walk round an exhibition, with a friend, you look  
at an object, and both discuss it. However, they’re not ‘connected’  
to anything. But what if you tried Museum Improvisation? This is 
what designers do all the time. It’s called ‘lateral thinking’ or ‘free 
association’ or ‘joining the dots’. 

You can play it as a game yourself, with a friend... 
•	 Person A picks an artefact. They pick a Pencil.
•	 Person B picks another. They pick a Wheel.
•	 Now Person A has to try and connect Pencil and Wheel. 

Have fun surprising each other with the wildest connections.  
It’s easy to learn but hard to master!
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Museum Improvisation — Script

Person A Person B

Object 1
Are the objects made from  

the same material?
What country do the objects 

come from?

Object 2
Do the objects perform  

a similar task?
Are the objects the same colour?

Object 3
What size are  
the objects?

Do the objects come from  
a similar time period?

Object 4
Who made both the objects,  

are their jobs similar?
What style are  

the objects?

Please use this to  
help your improv.  
It will help you create 
links between objects.
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Reimagine
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Reimagine

The world is full of possibilities, and with 
creativity and design, we can reimagine it for the 
better. 

How might we rethink and reshape our 
surroundings to build a more sustainable future? 

How can we redesign everyday objects  
to better meet our needs while reducing 
environmental impact? 

How might we reimagine spaces to be 
more inclusive and supportive for all?
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Reimagine: starting points

RestoreReimagine
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Discuss:

Do you think we always ‘reimagine’ good things?

How do we know what is ‘best’ for our futures?

When we reimagine how good something could be, 
do we need to reimagine what might go wrong — 
and design for both to be better?

If you had a time-machine to help you research, 
how would you design for today?
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Rewind, record, reimagine

My First Sony, model CFM-2500
Sony Corporation, 1992

How have music players changed over time?

Before smartphones, this is how kids recorded 
themselves! This bright and fun radio cassette 
recorder let children play their favourite music  
and record their own voices. 

It was designed with the user in mind, easy  
to use with big buttons and a sturdy shape. 
Today, we listen to music in different ways, but  
this design helped children interact with sound  
and technology.

My First Sony, model CFM-2500, 1992
Museum no. W.19:1, 2–1992. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

Create a timeline of personal music  
listening devices, from 1980 – now.  
Where can you reimagine the future?
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Tradition with a twist

Kimono
Given by Yoshida Kōjirō, 1840–1860

How can traditional clothing be adapted for new 
styles and trends?

You might think that this bold kimono which shows 
skeletal art is modern but it is actually around  
175 years old! Japanese people had been wearing 
kimonos since 800 AD, but styles, fabrics, and 
decorations have changed over time. 

This kimono is a great example of how designers 
reimagined classic clothing to keep up with new 
trends while still honouring tradition.

Kimono, made in Japan and China, 1840-1860. Museum no. FE.260–2020 
© Victoria & Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

Research kimonos and watch this film to  
see a variety of them from different time 
periods being worn.

How do pieces of clothing 
change over time? Look at 
its shape, fabric and how 
people wear them today.
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Bendy bookshelf

Bookworm
Designed by Ron Arad, 1993

Does all furniture have to follow the rules?

Bookshelves are usually rectangular but not this 
one! The Bookworm shelf bends and curves like  
a winding path. Instead of keeping books in rows,  
it lets them follow the flow of the design.

This challenges how we think about everyday 
furniture. Who says shelves have to be straight? 
What other objects could be reimagined in a  
more creative way?

Bookworm. Designed by Ron Arad. London (1993) Manufactured by Kartell. Milan (1995)
Museum no. W.2–1996. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

Watch this film to see another example 
piece of furniture for which the design  
has been reimagined.

Then, sketch or describe 
your own idea for a piece  
of furniture that is playful 
and surprising!
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Design imitating life

Handbag
Designed by Haruta Yukihito, 2008

How can design play with expectations?

This handbag might look like it’s made from 
snakeskin, but it’s made from copper. The designer 
has used texture and colour to create an illusion — 
transforming hard metal into something that  
looks real. 

This challenges the way we think about materials. 
Can you think of other objects that look like one 
thing but are actually something else?

Handbag, Designed by Haruta Yukihto (2008) 
Museum no. FE.22–2015. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

Find examples of biomimicry. 
Choose one and explain why designers 
might want to create this illusion.  
Then, sketch or describe an idea for  
your own design that tricks the eye!
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Get some new shoes on

On Pointe
Designed by students from Camden School for 
Girls, London, 2023

The students from this team set out to reimagine 
ballet shoes, a personal hobby for many of the 
team members, who had experience of how 
exclusive the performance dance community can 
be. This is largely due to the cost of taking part, 
which can limit opportunities for people to join 
ballet clubs. As a result of their research, the team 
proposed their idea of a ballet shoe which has 
removeable and replaceable satin. This design 
shows that it is possible to extend the life of  
shoes, whilst also making dance more inclusive  
and accessible.

On Pointe, designed by students from Camden School for Girls, London, UK, 2023 
© Camden School for Girls, London

Research Activity 

Watch this animation to see 
how you can think like an 
Innovator as your team 
creates their own idea

On Pointe

On Pointe
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Join
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‘To join’ can mean many things to different people. 
To some it can be connecting anything that has 
been separated back together again. To others  
it can be taking that first step and engaging 
communities which may be new to you. 

How can we encourage others to take action?

Are we aware of key issues? Can a product or 
design help us become more powerful as a whole?

While social media and online spaces join people 
together, do they bring their own challenges?

How can we act to make sure that people respect 
and understand ‘social contracts’?

What can we do to make sure that our neighbour-
hoods, schools and even digital spaces are fair and 
welcoming for everyone?

Join
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RestoreJoin

Discuss:

What does it mean to ‘Join’ something?

Who is ‘left in’ and who is ‘left out’?

Discuss with your team:  
When have you ever felt ‘left out’? How did it feel?  
Inclusivity / Discrimination:  
When have you felt ‘included’? How did it feel?

When design brings us together for the right 
reasons: When are we ‘greater than the sum 
of our parts’? Why is this?

By owning something, is this a ‘permission’  
to ‘Join in’?

Acc
epta
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Join: starting points
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A game of smells

Incense Game Set
Manufactured in Japan, Edo period 1615–1868

How can shared experiences bring  
people together?

This is no ordinary game — it’s all about smell!  
In Japan, people have played incense games for 
centuries, gathering to guess different scents. 
 It wasn’t just about winning, it was a way to 
socialise. Like music or food, scents can connect 
us to memories, places, and people. What smell 
reminds you of a special time or community?

Incense Game Set, Japan, 1615–1868
Museum no. W.319–1916 © Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

As a group, discuss: what are other games 
that provide users with opportunities  
to socialise?

Watch games designer 
Matteo Menapace  
describe how he made  
a new board game.
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Support to be active

Aura Seismic Suit 
Designed by Yves Tahar, 2017

How can technology help people stay active  
and independent?

This suit is an example of assistive clothing, and  
is designed to help older people move more easily. 
It provides gentle support to muscles, making 
walking and everyday activities less tiring.  
As people age, staying active can become harder, 
but technology like this helps them stay 
independent and connected to their communities. 
It’s a reminder that support isn’t just something  
we get from people — it can come from great  
design too!

Aura Seismic Suit, designed by Yves Tahar, 2017
Museum no. CD.5–2021. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

Think about assistive clothing. Imagine a 
world where clothing could help people in 
new ways. Who might need special clothing? 
What could a futuristic outfit do?
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A cup for the community

Slop Basin 
Manufactured by H.M Williamson & Sons, 1910

How can everyday objects help spread big ideas?

At first glance this cup might just seem to be a  
part of a tea set, but it has a powerful connection 
to history. In the early 1900s, women campaigning 
for the right to vote — the suffragettes — used tea 
parties to share ideas and raise money for their 
cause. Sitting together over tea wasn’t just a social 
event but a way to build a community and fight  
for change.

Slop Basin, made by H.M. Williamson & Sons, 1910. Museum no. C.37B-1972   
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

Discuss with your how groups use everyday 
objects including badges, clothes to spread 
their message. Present to each other a 
design that could represent a cause you 
care about.
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Sports for everyone

Accessible Sports Hub
Designed by students from Kelvin Hall Secondary 
School, Hull, 2024

After noticing in P.E. lessons that not all of their 
classmates could take part in the same activities 
as each other, the team set out the create a sports 
hub that was accessible to all. The group research 
strong materials that were also sustainable and 
even considered the use of renewable energy 
made from all the movement happening in the hub 
to power it! By interviewing users, they discovered 
how they should create a concept which could be 
‘modular’ which means it can be customised for 
whichever group was using the hub.

Accessible Sports Hub, designed by students from Kelvin Hall Secondary School, 
Yorkshire, UK, 2024 © Kelvin Hall Secondary School, Yorkshire

Kelvin Hall Secondary School

The group knew that the ideas and brainstorming we had come up with needed heavy duty, long 
lasting, durable and strong materials. These often leave a higher carbon footprint than others 
and use lots of energy to produce them. However, knowing this, we thought carefully about 
sustainable woods, the origins around this and researched this further. We realised that if we 
used locally sourced materials it didn’t have as far to travel meaning that fuel and energy costs 
would be lower than if we brought others from countries further away. The use of recycled 
materials such as plastics that have been mulched down and then reformed were also an 
option for building materials. There seemed to be lots of things out there which would suit our 
ideas and didn’t have such a harsh affect on the planet. We wanted to set up a meeting with our 
schools Eco-Team leader to help us come up with more ideas about how to consider our 
environmental impact in a way that weighs up the pros and cons of our material use for its 
intended purpose and decide on the best possible options. Through our discussion, we found 
renewable energy really interesting as this ties in with our idea well. We really like the idea of 
using the kinetic energy produced from playing sport in our facility to power it at the same time!

Year Group: 9
Team Members: Charlie, Chloe, Jack and Vutechi

The Idea: Accessible Sports Hub
Group Name: The Unknowns

Our initial design ideas: Sketches

How we explored the theme: Online research

How we considered the environmental impact:

How we explored the theme: Discussions and meetings

Kelvin Hall Secondary School

Year Group: 9
Team Members: Charlie, Chloe, Jack and Vutechi

The Idea: Accessible Sports Hub
Group Name: The Unknowns

Our Final design idea: 

Our reflection as a team:

How we prototyped, tested and iterated: 

We worked amazing as a team and each one of us brought lots of making 
expertise to the idea and final prototype. The final model we thought showed off 
the idea really well and even people who didn’t fully understand the concept could 
see immediately what we were tying to achieve. I am very proud of the way we 
worked out our differences in the group and the roles we all played and how we 
delegated. We supported each other at every stage and are exceptionally pleased 
with the outcomes. We are so glad to have taken on board all of the feedback 
people gave us in our journey as this really elevated our idea and made us open to 
more possibilities. Particularly our meeting with our schools SENCO and Eco-
Team Leader as this pushed our idea towards how to be more inclusive as well as 
more sustainable which is really important to all of us. 

Our user/peer feedback:
The other groups really liked our ideas and thought if our idea could be achieved the it would 
be a brilliant way to make all games accessible no matter what your ability. They liked the 
modernisms of our ideas and the way that digital technology would be used effectively to level 
the playing field in relation to physical and mental abilities and how it made lots of different 
sports available for all to take part in. When we spoke to the SENCO at our school, they liked 
that this was our aim and we looked together at how to make it accessible for all, without it 
being noticeable to everyone. We really liked the idea of making detachable facilities to switch 
around for different needs, particularly the floor and equipment that present the most 
problems for those with varied accessibility. We discovered through our discussion that we 
wanted to offer more to those who become overwhelmed or overstimulated by noise, light 
and/or contact and ways to make sport more approachable for these people. This led us to add 
in a potential time out area to help calm those with Autism or ADHD as well as look into the 
best possible communication methods for everyone to read and understand in a
fast paced environment.

Research Activity 

Watch this film to see how a 
designer has considered 
user accessibility in an 
object from the V&A’s 
collection.
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Rest
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Good design considers how people feel. Soft lighting, comfy seating, 
and calming colours help our brains switch off. Even the layout of  
a space, like a bedroom that’s not too cluttered can make it easier  
to Rest.

Have you ever noticed that designers often say ‘I get some of my best 
ideas in the shower, or in bed, or driving to work, or when bored…’ 
Does that suggest that Rest is in fact essential to being innovative?

Can someone have ‘too much rest’? 

What mindful activities can lead to Rest?

Rest
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RestoreRest

Discuss:

What does it mean to ‘Rest’?

Must we work, play, think, explore, debate…  
in order to ‘Rest’?

Why do you ‘Rest’? What happens when you do? 
Even we you say ‘nothing happens’ — this is likely 
not true!

Why do you ‘Rest’ and what happens when you do? 

What objects help you Rest?  
Headphones, pyjamas, eye masks?

What does ‘good rest’ feel like?  
How would you ‘get’ more of it?  
Can you design for this?

How can we help users ‘unplug’?

M
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Rest: starting points
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Building your own peace

Floral Garden
Manufactured by Britains Ltd, 1960–1966

How can designing a space help users feel calm?

This toy lets users design their own miniature 
garden piece by piece. Gardens can be places  
to relax, play or simple enjoy nature. 

Some are wild and full of life, while others are 
neatly arranged. No matter the style, green spaces 
are important for rest. Have you ever felt calmer 
just by being in a garden or park? That’s because 
nature has a way of helping us slow down. If you 
could design your own perfect rest space, what 
would it look like?

Floral Garden, manufactured by Britains Ltd, 1960–1966.  Museum no. B.399:1 to 155–2012  
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

Look at different types of gardens — like 
Japanese zen gardens, rooftop gardens, 
or community parks. 

Pick one and find out how it is designed 
to help users relax.

Draw or describe a small resting spot 
inspired by what you’ve learned.
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The variety of chill

Photograph of Emma Palladino
Photographed by Samuel A Walker, 1885

Where would be the perfect place for relaxation?

The photographer has captured ballet dancer 
Emma Palladino, who can be seen taking a 
well‑earned break, totally at ease.

Unlike a bed, or a chair, a hammock moves with the 
user’s body wrapping around you in a way that can 
feel like floating. Hammocks aren’t just sleeping 
spots but also allow user to take time to pause  
and reflect.

Photograph of Emma Palladino, Samuel A. Walker, 1885. Museum no. S.52-2021  
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

What makes hammocks a good way to rest? 
Some people sleep in hammocks every 
night, while others use them just for 
relaxing. 

Research one example and make a quick 
sketch or write a short description of how 
and where they are used. 
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Writing comfortably

Wrist Rest
Designed by Fan Yaoqing, 1983

How can we support users to complete  
tiring activities?

We all know that sometimes we have to do tiring 
activities in school or at work. Typing or writing  
for a long time can be quite uncomfortable,  
so what can we do to change that?

After taking inspiration from Chinese scholars, 
who would have to write for hours and hours, 
artist Fan Yaoqing designed this wrist rest to 
support users. By elevating the user’s wrist,  
it prevents the writer smearing pen ink on  
their paper.

Wrist Rest, Fan Yaoquing, 1983. Museum no. FE.68–1984  
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Research Activity 

Take a look around your home or school.

What different objects support users and 
allow them to complete tiring tasks in a 
more comfortable way? Make a list of these 
and consider how the designer understood 
user needs.
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How nature can assist relaxation

Restore Decor
Designed by students from Outwood Academy 
Haydock, St Helens, 2024

The students researched the human need  
to connect with nature and recognised how 
urbanisation is restricting people’s access to 
nature. The group carried out research of their 
local community to find out what their current 
access to green spaces was like. They discovered 
that people did not view connecting with nature  
as accessible and straightforward. This need for 
simplicity dictated the team’s design as they 
proposed their idea of terrariums made from 
reused jars. This was paired with information 
aimed at educating users about the biology of their 
terrariums and how users needed to care for it.

Restore Decor, designed by students from Outwood Academy Haydock, UK, 2024
© Outwood Academy Haydock, St Helens

Research Activity 

Watch the ‘Sitting on Recycling’ animation.

Have a go at some rapid-fire 
design hacks. Choose 3–4 
everyday objects and sketch 
out how you would recycle 
them.
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