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Nationally the gap between boys’ and girls’ attainment is wider in design and technology (D&T) than in any other subject at GCSE. Students at Penwortham Priory Academy buck this trend and all students, irrespective of gender, or ethnicity, achieve equally well. This is a mixed school, but this case study focuses on how boys’ achievement in the subject has been improved.
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‘D&T is one of the highest performing subject areas in this school. Teachers strike the right balance between using students’ interests, stimulating their natural curiosity, and challenging them to take risks in their designs and to think outside the box. Students achieve well irrespective of the material they are using. They enjoy working with food, wood, metal and plastics in a modern environment that is a million miles removed from the traditional notions of woodwork and handicraft.’ 

Jim Hourigan, Headteacher
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Ian Tindsley, subject leader for D&T, is passionate about his subject and his team works together exceptionally well. Learning is focused on challenging all students, and especially boys, to do their best. Ian identifies six key features that have contributed to students’ above average progress in the subject:

1. A ‘wow’ environment 
Creating an environment that excites students and at the same time exemplifies high-quality design is important. 
‘The building sets the scene for a culture in which good design is valued and celebrated’, says Ian. ‘Lighting, furniture, storage and seating have been carefully selected as examples of good design. This inspires students’ [image: image6.png]


personal appreciation of design which is evident in the high-quality products that they make. All the students have downloaded the Design Museum application to their phones.’  The high quality and ingenuity of students’ work is celebrated in an annual event called, ‘We didn’t make one of those when I was at school’. ‘We open our doors for a day so that our community can find out what D&T is about’, says Ian. ‘Despite D&T being in schools for over 20 years there is still misunderstanding about what it is. There is much surprise that students are working with the latest technology, as well as traditional techniques, and that they are capable of creating unique, quality products to such exacting high standards’.
2. Grounding in basic skills 
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The students are naturally curious; they enjoy solving problems and exploring materials, and these qualities are used well in lessons and extra-curricular opportunities. ‘We use students’ interests in everyday products as a starting point to explore product design,’ says Ian. Teachers also build knowledge, skills and confidence in using a wide range of materials and new technologies such as sublimation printing alongside more traditional ones, such as silver-smithing. 
3. Learning how products work from the inside out

Teachers use a wide range of strategies to teach design. Ian explains: ‘It’s important that students work with high-quality materials and components. We make sure that they have good materials and equipment to support their making. We use techniques to help students learn how products work. For example deconstructing a product component by component helps them to understand more about the materials, processes and decisions behind design and manufacture. They understand the function of the component in the product. This is known as “reverse engineering” as students learn how products work from the inside out.’   

4. Encouraging students to experiment and take risks 
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Students are grounded in basic skills and as they move through the school expectations of them increase. This is especially evident in food technology. Teacher Shelly explains: ‘We ensure that students learn about the different contexts in which food is used. Working with the army helps students to learn about nutrition needs and energy use and the unique requirements of cooking for soldiers.’ One Year 11 student says: ‘In food technology we are expected to make products that are original, just that bit different, to use our common sense but also be inventive and take creative risks’. 
Olwyn, a food technology teacher, acknowledges that boys, in particular, are motivated by these challenges: ‘They are particularly keen to win food competitions and will often create interesting and unusual dishes by exploring different combinations of fresh ingredients and local speciality foods such as cheeses and black pudding’. For example, Sam experimented by testing combinations of flavours and trialling cooking methods for meats such as ostrich and venison, before arriving at the right combination of tasty ingredients to make a burger that is low in fat.
5. Interesting brief and a consistent focus on design 

Students design and make in a wide range of different contexts. The design briefs are key. These are developed by teachers initially but, increasingly, by students as they progress through the school. They give free reign to their ideas but ensure that students also apply specific skills gained in lessons and in the wide range of extra-curricular sessions. 
Ian takes up the story: ‘Designers are influenced by what they enjoy and find out through rigorous research. For example, Japanese comic strips influenced the robots our students build. We sow little seeds of ideas and use 101 different ways to teach students because they are all different’. Three starting points that have been successful with boys are:

· a design brief entitled ‘timepiece’, which led to more complex and unusual responses than if students had been asked to merely design a clock
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challenging students to add design value to an existing product by thinking about function, form, material, manufacturing and costs

identifying differences between two of the same product; the designer version versus a cheap and cheerful ‘Poundshop’ product.

6. Buddies
Buddies are students who are carefully chosen by the teacher to support their own and other students’ learning. The teacher shows one student for example, how to use a specific feature in a computer-aided design package, and the buddy instructs other students so that knowledge is passed on effectively. Ian says: ‘Boys respond exceptionally well to the visual nature of the subject. They can see what is happening and the impact they are having as they work with materials: trialling, testing and making changes as they work. They get quick results and tremendous satisfaction from the process’. 
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Penwortham Priory Academy provides for students aged 11 to 16. Students are mainly from White British backgrounds and a diverse range of other ethnic groups: of these the largest groups are of Indian and Pakistani heritage. The proportion of students with statements of special educational need is below the national average. 

Improving boys’ achievement in design and technology: Penwortham Priory Academy
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The good practice in detail





 





The school’s background





 





Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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