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Introduction

The three themes for the V&A Innovate  
National Schools Challenge 2026–27 are: 

Simplify  
Empower 
Nurture

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 object. They choose a Pencil.
•	 Person B picks another. They choose 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 improvisation.  
It will help you create 
links between objects.

Feel free to make up your 
own questions
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Museum Improvisation — Blank Template

Person A Person B

Object 1

Object 2

Object 3

Object 4
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Simplify
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Simplify

This world at times can feel overcomplicated,  
but with meaningful design we can simplify it 
for everyone.

When the future feels like ‘too much’, how can 
we pick out the few things that matter most?

What do students and people in our wider 
communities need right now to make their 
lives better?

How can we make sure our designs make lives 
easier, rather than just giving people more work 
to do?
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Simplify: starting points

RestoreSimplify

Discuss:

What part of everyday life feels confusing, slow or 
frustrating?

What is essential in this situation, and what could 
be removed?

Who is finding this hardest, and why?

How could design make this task quicker, calmer 
or easier to repeat?

How would this idea reduce effort instead of 
adding extra steps?

How do we involve others who are different from 
us, and make them co-designers?
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Domestic design

Frankfurt kitchen
Designed by Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky, 1926–27

How can essential tasks at home be simplified?

While seemingly ordinary at first glance, this 
kitchen is famous! It became the prototype for 
modern kitchens. The designer rearranged the 
kitchen and created a compact workspace, which 
reduced time spent preparing meals.

It was inspired by train dining cars, where 
everything was in easy reach. It even comes  
with aluminium pouring bins with spouts to help 
measure ingredients.

Frankfurt kitchen. Designed by Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky (1926–27).
Museum no. W.15:1 to 90-2005. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Research Activity 

Take a look at other rooms in your home. 
What activities and tasks happen there? 
How can tasks in these spaces be simplified?

When does simplifying work and not work?
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Small but mighty

Credit card radio, Model ICR 501 
Designed and manufactured by Sony, 1985

What large objects can be shrunk to support 
a user?

An innovation derived from the original pocket 
radios, Sony took this trend even further by 
creating a smaller radio and simplified the user’s 
life by making equipment truly ‘grab and go’.

The designers removed the need for bulky 
equipment by shrinking the radio to fit in a wallet 
– hence its name!

Credit card radio, Model ICR 501. Designed and manufactured by Sony (1985).
Museum no. W.20-1992 © Victoria & Albert Museum, London.

Research Activity 

Cut out a cardboard rectangle 3 cm × 6 cm. 
Redesign the credit card radio, making into 
it into a speaker that is accessible for a user 
aged 6.

How do prototypes help designers?
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Simple seats

Child’s chair
Designed by Peter Murdoch, 1965

Why can something that is simple and disposable 
help users?

This child’s chair is made entirely from a single 
sheet of folded cardboard. The designer proved 
that a weak material like cardboard could be 
strong enough to sit on, if you made the right folds. 
No tools were needed to build this.

By designing the chair to be disposable, even 
selling for less than £1, users could comfortably 
outgrow the chair and then recycle afterwards. 
How can we make a new iteration of this today, 
which is more sustainable?

Child’s chair. Designed by Peter Murdoch (1965).
Museum no. CIRC.17-1970. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

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 
transform them into 
something else.

https://youtu.be/p15KvSwjj0U?si=a9GLB0bDGhftp3FN
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Bamboo clothing

Jacket
China, Qing dynasty (1800–1900)

How can historical clothing inspire modern 
innovation?

This bamboo bead undergarment from the 1800s 
is made from thousands of bamboo segments 
threaded together with cotton. It was designed to 
prevent the user’s silk robes, worn on top of this, 
from getting sweaty. Basically, built-in air 
conditioning!

As the designer uses eco-friendly bamboo beads, 
this jacket is more sustainable than the ‘fast fashion’ 
that can be seen today. This is because the jacket’s 
material is perishable and naturally degrades, 
unlike most modern fibres.

Jacket. China, Qing dynasty, (1800–1900).
Museum no. T.272-1923. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Research Activity 

The bamboo bead vest is like a modern 
string vest used by athletes. Why do you 
think humans have been using the ‘mesh’ 
idea for hundreds of years to stay cool?
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Harnessing recyling

Dog-tread harness
Designed by students from Manor CE Academy, 
York, 2025

The students from this team set out to create an 
eco-friendly dog harness and then tested materials 
to design one made from a recycled bike tyre. The 
‘dog-tread harness’ is similar to Peter Murdoch’s 
“Chair Thing” as the main body was created using 
just one component. In this instance, the harness 
itself was carefully created using a single tyre after 
the metal wires had been removed.

By testing their design on team mascot Roxy, the 
team made additional adjustments in response 
to the dog’s comfort.

Dog-tread Harness, designed by students from Manor CE Academy, York, UK, 2025.
© Manor CE Academy, York.

Research Activity 

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

As a group, consider how did Manor CE 
Academy adjust and improve their design?

https://youtu.be/BepOClZgJ70?si=29acoW7M9-g5zCFi
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Empower
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It is important to lift up and enable others. Through 
creativity and design, we can strive for inclusion 
and equal access.

In what area of your life do you feel strong and 
confident? Where would you like to feel more so?

What areas do you think you and others could use 
improvements or support or new ideas to feel like 
you can make positive change?

How can we amplify young voices when discussing 
important matters?

Empower
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Discuss:

Where do you already feel confident, and where do 
you want more confidence?

Who can feel left out, unheard, or overlooked?

What is stopping people from taking part or 
speaking up?

How could design help people feel capable, 
included or supported?

How might this idea help young people share their 
voices more clearly or safely?

Empower: starting points
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Sewing and storytelling

Sunflower Quilting Bee at Arles
Painted by Faith Ringgold, 1996

How can we empower communities and help them 
come together?

The artist shows the tradition of quilt-making 
which frequently brought communities together 
where she grew up in America. People came 
together for hours, working on one quilt while 
telling stories to each other.

Working on a shared project can bring people 
together and empower them to connect with the 
people who live, go to school and work around them.

Sunflower Quilting Bee at Arles. Made by Faith Ringgold (1996).
Museum no. E.879-2003 © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Research Activity 

How can collaboration and a shared aim be 
an empowering process?

When can one cultural reference be 
reinterpreted by another with care and 
respect?
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Empowered voters

McGonagle Reader
Manufactured by Pakflatt, 2024

How can we support blind and partially sighted 
people?

The McGonagle Reader is an audio-assisted tactile 
voting device designed to support blind and 
partially sighted users vote independently.

The users are guided through the ballot paper by 
headphones, as they press on one of twelve 
buttons to hear the candidates’ names and further 
information. Once the candidate is chosen, an 
arrow is lifted to guide a user where to vote on the 
ballot paper.

Perhaps modern digital voting will replace this 
innovation, but its existence makes us think of 
underrepresented users who also need to vote.

McGonagle Reader, Manufactured by Pakflatt, (2024).
Museum no. CD.1-2025. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Research Activity 

What is the best way to approach users with 
specific needs? How can we be respectful in 
our approach without trying to ‘fix’ them?



    19Empower

Voice for change

Scarf 
Given by G. Brett, Esq. Britain, around 1910

How can clothing empower a movement?

This scarf is from the Suffragist movement, which 
was the campaign for women to have the right 
to vote in the early 1900s. It is a powerful piece 
of protest history which shows how women were 
able to speak up through everyday clothing and 
at demonstrations.

Scarves like these would have been worn by 
inspirational groups, such as the East London 
Federation of Suffragists, who were made up of 
working-class women. Melvina Walker and Nellie 
Cressall were key figures who campaigned 
for change.

Scarf, given by G. Brett (1910)
Museum no T.20-1946. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Research Activity 

Discuss how groups use everyday objects, 
including badges and clothing, to spread 
their message. Present to each other a 
design that could represent a cause you 
care about.



    20Empower

Translated sign language

Hear the Hand
Designed by students from Chelmsford County 
High School for Girls, Chelmsford, UK, 2025

The students from this team wanted to create a 
concept for a glove that translates sign language. 
The team’s design was based around an app, which 
would connect to their glove. They planned for the 
glove to be made from conductive fabric, allowing 
electricity to pass through to power a receiver, 
connecting the glove and app.

This is reminiscent of a feature from MiMU Gloves 
which was developed by musician and creative 
technologist Imogen Heap.

Hear the Hand, Designed by students from Chelmsford County High School for Girls, Chelmsford, UK, 2025.  
© Chelmsford County High School for Girls, Chelmsford.

Research Activity 

Watch this film to see how 
a designer considered user 
accessibility in an object 
from the V&A’s collection.

To better understand 
environmental impact, the team researched 
and tested biodegradable and durable 
materials. How can your team gather 
samples to carry out similar tests?

https://youtu.be/GZfwLbLbxqo?si=KUcv1XcpArvbcih4
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Nurture
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When designers find ways to listen, discuss and empathise with 
others to support their social, mental, emotional and physical needs, 
we all benefit.

In what ways can we build learning and care into everyday life?

How can we design  ideas that look after our bodies, our minds, and 
our friendships all at the same time?

How can we turn a normal daily routine into a moment where we 
learn or care for others?

If we design something that helps just one person feel better, how 
does that end up making the whole community stronger?

How can we experience someone else’s perspective, but can also 
involve them in co-designing something better?

Nurture
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Discuss:

How can design help someone feel calmer, 
acknowledged, understood, included 
or supported?

Where do people need more care in everyday life? 
Can we apply this to self-care too?

How could a simple routine become a moment of 
learning or kindness?

How might a design support bodies, minds and 
relationships at the same time?

If this idea helps one person, how could it help the 
wider community too?

Nurture: starting points
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Education and entertainment

‘In Search of Identity’ board game
Made in the USA by Identity Toys Inc, 1984

How can we educate and celebrate heritage 
and achievements?

This identity game tasks players to guess your 
opponent’s identity before they guess yours. It was 
designed to make African-American children more 
aware of their past and culture.

We can consider how this may affect and influence 
people as they grow up. It is interesting to explore 
how designers can ‘gamify’ education and culture.

‘In Search of Identity’ board game, Made in the USA by Identity Toys Inc, (1984).
Museum no. B.128:1 to 9-2009. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Research Activity 

As a group discuss: what 
games do we play at school 
and at home? What themes 
appear in these games, 
anything educational?

Watch games designer Matteo Menapace 
describe how he made a new board game.

https://youtu.be/qPtOb_uraqE?si=gy0EACJiIP3o-vE7
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A talking book

LeapPad Learning System
Made by LeapFrog Enterprises Inc, China, 2003

How can we foster a love of learning?

This interactive educational device teaches 
reading, vocabulary, science and foreign 
languages. Users point the ‘magic pen’ at words to 
hear how words are sounded out,  just like in 
a phonics lesson.

Being made of strong, brightly coloured plastic 
results in a sturdy design, which is accessible for 
the intended user.

LeapPad Learning System, Made by LeapFrog Enterprises Inc, China, 2003. 
Museum no. B.121:1, 2-2004 © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Research Activity 

Modern tablets seem to be able to do 
everything, but the LeapPad, only taught 
users. Design a ‘nurturing’ tool for a year 4 
student. What features would help grow 
your skills without distracting you?



    26Nur ture

How to get dressed

Painting
Made in Japan (1750–1800)

How can we design for our daily routines?

These painted images from feudal Japan show users 
how to put on different types of samurai armour, 
from undergarments to full battle equipment.

Even though we don’t wear wooden plates or silk 
robes to school, the routine is similar! Whether 
you’re putting on a football kit, a school uniform, 
or gaming headset, the way we look after our ‘gear’ 
shows respect for ourselves and our tools. Taking 
pride in your equipment is just as important today 
as it was for a Samurai hundreds of years ago.

Why did the artist feel it was important to 
depict this?

Painting, Made in Japan (1750–1800). Gift of Robert and Kyōko Winter. 
Museum No. FE.55-2015 © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Research Activity 

What are your skills or talents? Design your 
own instruction manual to support others 
building those skills.



    27Nur ture

SSeennssccaappeess

W
ill

ow
 D

ea
ne

 Y
r9

 Ja
ck

ie
 P

ar
le

 Y
r8

 G
em

m
a 

Su
ng

 Y
r8

 E
m

ily
 O

lb
er

g 
Yr

8 
M

as
on

 T
ra

yf
or

d 
Yr

7

How Might We TTrraannssffoorrmm Places?
HHaavviinngg  iinniittiiaallllyy  eexxpplloorreedd  tthhee  tthheemmee  ooff  TTrraannssffoorrmm,,  wwee  ddeecciiddeedd  ttoo  mmaakkee  aa  
ppllaaccee  wwhheerree  tteeeennaaggeerrss  ccaann  ggoo  ttoo  ffeeeell  ssaaffee  bbeeccaauussee  tthheerree  iissnn’’tt  oonnee  iinn  tthhee  llooccaall  
aarreeaa..  TThhee  cclloosseesstt  sseennssoorryy  ggaarrddeenn  iiss  iinn  WWhhiissttoonn  HHoossppiittaall..  WWee  ddeecciiddeedd  ttoo  hhaavvee  
tthhiiss  aass  oouurr  ffooccuuss  dduuee  ttoo  iinniittiiaall  rreesseeaarrcchh  tthhaatt  ffoouunndd::

1 in 6 young 
people in England 

(aged 5 to 16) 
experienced a 
mental health 

problem in 2020.

the highest levels of 
loneliness in teenagers 

and adolescents. 
Among 16- to 24-year-

olds, 40 percent 
reported that they often 
or very often felt lonely.

26 Apr 2024 — 
Only two in five 

children in England 
say they always feel 

safe at school, 
according to a 

government survey.

AA  sseennssoorryy  ssppaaccee  iiss  aa  
ddeessiiggnnaatteedd  aarreeaa  wwiitthhiinn  aa  sscchhooooll  
wwhhiicchh  ccaann  ssuuppppoorrtt  aa  ssttuuddeenntt’’ss  
sseennssoorryy  pprreeffeerreenncceess  aanndd  
nneeeeddss..  IItt  iiss  aa  ssppaaccee  wwhhiicchh  
aaiimmss  ttoo  pprroovviiddee  ssttuuddeennttss  wwiitthh  
tthhee  iinnddiivviidduuaalliisseedd  sseennssoorryy  
iinnppuutt  tthheeyy  nneeeedd  ttoo  sseellff--
rreegguullaattee,,  ssoo  tthheeyy  ccaann  bbee  bbeetttteerr  
pprreeppaarreedd  ffoorr  
lleeaarrnniinngg  aanndd  iinntteerraaccttiinngg  wwiitthh  
ootthheerrss..  OOtthheerr  tteerrmmss  uusseedd  ttoo  
ddeessccrriibbee  aa  sseennssoorryy  ssppaaccee  
iinncclluuddee  ––  SSeennssoorryy  rroooomm;;  CCaallmm  
ssppaaccee;;  
CChhiillll  oouutt  rroooomm;;  MMuullttii--sseennssoorryy  
rroooomm  aanndd  SSeennssoorryy  ggaarrddeenn..

IInniittiiaall  DDeessiiggnnss  IIddeeaass::

These are some variations of 
the fountains we designed

This is a top 
down view and 
when we figured 
out where 
everything 
would be 

We designed the interior 
of the tent. It has 
bookshelves made to fit 
the  slanted sides of the 
tent to make use of all the 
space available. We also 
added bean bags to make 
it more comfortable.

We make some different 
designs to explore how the  
garden could look.

HHooww  WWee  CCoonnssiiddeerreedd  tthhee  EEnnvviirroonnmmeenntt::
We have considered the environment all the way through the making of our project.
Since we are making a garden, we found it very important to consider which plants can grow in 
our area and which plants could be harmful. We have also planed on adding recycled furniture 
to all inside areas. One example is the ‘recycled Bottle table’  used in our tent. Additionally, we 
are using water butts to collect rainwater used for watering plants. Similarly, the fountain runs 
on a circular system, meaning we reuse the water.

Rainhill High School
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UUsseerr  FFeeeeddbbaacckk::
AAss  wwee  wweerree  ttaarrggeettiinngg  oouurr  sseennssoorryy  ggaarrddeenn  ffoorr  tteeeennaaggeerrss,,  wwee  ddeecciiddeedd  
ttoo  ppuubblliisshh  aa  qquueessttiioonnnnaaiirree  ttoo  oouurr  ffrriieennddss  aanndd  ootthheerrss  iinn  sscchhooooll  ttoo  
ggaaiinn  tthheeiirr  tthhoouugghhttss  aarroouunndd  bbeeiinngg  lloonneellyy,,  tthheeiirr  aabbiilliittyy  ttoo  aacccceessss  
ddiiffffeerreenntt  aarreeaass,,  ddiissaabbiilliittyy  ssttaattuuss  aanndd  ggeennddeerr  ttoo  iinnffoorrmm  oouurr  iiddeeaa  
ddeevveellooppmmeenntt..  TThhee  rreessuullttss  ccaann  bbee  sseeeenn  bbeellooww::

PPrroottoottyyppiinngg::

FFiinnaall  ddeessiiggnn AAss  aa  tteeaamm,,  wwee  ccoonnssiiddeerreedd  
cceerrttaaiinn  aassppeeccttss  ooff  tthhee  
ddeessiiggnn  wwhheenn  ccoonncclluuddiinngg  tthhee  
ffiinnaall  ppiieeccee..  WWee  ssttrriivveedd  ttoo  
mmaakkee  oouurr  ffiinnaall  ddeessiiggnn  
aacccceessssiibbllee  ttoo  aallll  wwiitthh  nnoo  
sshhaarrpp  ccoorrnneerrss,,  tthheerreeffoorree  
tthhee  iiddeeaa  ooff  aa  cciirrccuullaarr  bbaassee..  
WWee  aallssoo  iinncclluuddeedd  aa  vvaarriieettyy  
ooff  sshhrruubbss,,  ttrreeeess  aanndd  ppllaannttss  
ttoo  mmaakkee  oouurr  sseennssoorryy  ggaarrddeenn  
ttrraannqquuiill,,  aanndd  aa  ppllaaccee  wwhheerree  
ppeeooppllee  oouurr  aaggee  aarree  aabbllee  ttoo  
ffiinndd  ccoonnssoollaattiioonn  iinn,,  ffrreeee  
ffrroomm  jjuuddggeemmeenntt..  AAss  aa  tteeaamm  
wwee  ccrreeaatteedd  oouurr  iiddeeaa  ffoorr  aa  
sseennssoorryy  tteenntt  wwiitthh  bbooookkss,,  
bbeeaann  bbaaggss  aanndd  aa  ccaallmmiinngg  
lliigghhttss  sseennssoorryy  eexxppeerriieennccee..  
AAtt  tthhee  cceennttrree  ooff  tthhee
ggaarrddeenn  wwee  iinnsseerrtteedd  aa  wwaatteerr  
ffoouunnttaaiinn,,  vviieewwaabbllee  ffrroomm  aallll  
aanngglleess  ooff  tthhee  aacccceessssiibbllee  
ppaatthh..  TThhee  ppyyrraammiidd  wwiitthhiinn  
tthhee  mmooddeell  ssyymmbboolliisseess  tthhee  
tteenntt..  WWee  bbeelliieevvee  tthhaatt  tthhee  
cciirrccllee  sshhaappee  ssiiggnniiffiieess  tthhaatt  
lliiffee  iiss  iinnffiinniittee  aanndd  oonnggooiinngg  
ffoorreevveerr..

BBooookkss  ccaatteerreedd  ttoo  
ffeemmaallee  mmaajjoorriittyy

Fountain 
accessible 
around all 
perspectives.

Sensory 
lights 
experience

IInnssiiddee  tthhee  TTeenntt

OOvveerr  tthhee  ppaasstt  1100  wweeeekkss,,  wwee  hhaavvee  aallll  wwoorrkkeedd  hhaarrdd  ttoo  bbrriinngg  oouurr  iiddeeaa  ooff  tthhee  sseennssoorryy  ggaarrddeenn  
ttoo  lliiffee..  TTooggeetthheerr  wwee  mmaaddee  mmooddeellss,,  PPoowweerrPPooiinnttss  aanndd  mmaannyy  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonnaall  sshheeeettss  ttoo  
eexxppaanndd  oouurr  pprroojjeecctt  ffuurrtthheerr..  WWee,,  aass  aa  tteeaamm,,  bbeelliieevvee  tthhaatt  wwee  ddiidd  aann  oovveerraallll  aammaazziinngg  jjoobb,,  
aanndd  eeaacchh  ttaasskk  wwee  wweerree  ggiivveenn  wwee  eexxcceeeeddeedd  ttoo  oouurr  bbeesstt  aabbiilliittyy..  HHoowweevveerr,,  wwee  bbeelliieevvee  tthhaatt  
nneexxtt  ttiimmee  wwee  wwoouulldd,,  ttoo  ffuurrtthheerr  iimmpprroovvee  oouurr  pprroojjeeccttss  iinn  tthhee  ffuuttuurree,,  wwee  wwoouulldd  aatttteemmpptt  ttoo  
ppllaann  oouurr  mmaakkiinngg  ooff  tthhee  mmooddeell  wwiitthh  mmoorree  fflluueennccyy  aanndd  aaccccuurraaccyy,,  ssoo  wwee  hhaavvee  aa  sseett  ppllaann  ooff  
hhooww  eexxaaccttllyy  ttoo  mmaakkee  oouurr  mmooddeell..  AAss  aa  tteeaamm  wwee  aarree  vveerryy  pprroouudd  ooff  wwhhaatt  wwee  hhaavvee  ddoonnee  aanndd  
aarree  llooookkiinngg  ffoorrwwaarrdd  ttoo  eenntteerriinngg  oouurr  pprroojjeecctt..

EEvvaalluuaattiioonn::

Self-care sensory space

Senscapes
Designed by students from Rainhill High School, 
Merseyside, UK, 2025

The students from this team wanted to design 
plans for a space where teenagers could go and be 
supported with their sensory preferences.

They thought it was important that students had 
access to an area that could support self-regulation 
while being good for local wildlife. The team 
considered the environmental impact of the space 
by featuring recycled furniture across the garden, 
including a table made from recycled bottles.

Senscapes, designed by students from Rainhill High School, Merseyside, UK, 2025.
© Rainhill High School, Merseyside.

Research Activity 

Now that you’ve seen all our 
example objects from the 
theme pack, watch this video 
on how to become 
an innovator.

https://youtu.be/vptRFyAAERA?si=eXEla8ob0xlaXcGf
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