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Inspection surveys of design and technology conclude that many schools find the assessment of students’ progress, particularly at Key Stage 3, difficult. Walsall Academy gets it right. Graduates and student mentors inspire students and effective feedback challenges their thinking and promotes their good progress.  
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‘Design and technology has been very important in enabling students to secure high standards and to see the relevance of learning. We prioritise designing and making and this decision is reflected in our curriculum. All students study design and technology for half a day a week during the first two years at the school. The majority choose to continue to study the subject in Key Stage 4 and product design in the sixth form is a popular option.’

Vivienne Evans, Headteacher
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Design and technology at Walsall Academy is seen as very important in preparing young people for employability and to use their creative design ideas and technical skills to contribute to the local and national manufacturing heritage. The academy has a strong track record of above average attainment and progress in the subject. So what has contributed to this success?
Effective assessment practice: ‘The way to success’
The assessment framework is well understood by students. A series of up to 10 modules for each year group sets out what students are expected to learn. Staff collaborate to plan the Key Stage 3 modules, which promotes a common approach to identifying assessment priorities and ensures that over the two years students have coherent opportunities to learn, practise new skills and deepen their knowledge. In every module, progress is made clear by a hierarchy of expectations related to evaluating, designing, making and researching.

‘The way to success’ is clearly articulated in every project. At the start of each module, students are given a brief and criteria. These explain what they are expected to learn, how they are expected to work as designers and the measures which staff will use to assess their work. As a result, students from Year 7 to those in the sixth form, know what they are expected to achieve. ‘It is easy to see what I need to demonstrate to make progress and to reach the next step up in this project’, says one Year 7 student. Another explains: ‘We have to ensure that the products we design and make meet the requirements of the design brief and are of acceptable quality. The teacher acts as the final judge about quality, but it’s important that you use the skills you have been taught to make your product the best you can.’
‘Students work closely as a team and the design and technology staff know what each is studying and how this fits into the planned programme’, says Simon Rogers, Deputy Head. Regular moderation sessions for each year group ensure consistency and enable the teaching team to review and challenge each other’s practice. This helps to drive improvement in teaching and learning.
Promoting innovation and creativity
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Students are clear about what helps them to make good progress. ‘We get a thorough grounding in design strategies and practical skills’, says one. Workshops and design areas are well resourced with hand tools and machines, including those for computer-aided design and manufacture. Teachers use products well to discuss how designers have developed their ideas and to exemplify the high standards expected from the students. ‘They emphasise that we can’t copy, we have to be original and develop a lot of ideas – five or six at least!’, says one student. The school has worked closely with Dyson and other companies to build up ‘handling collections’ of products to support this aspect of their work. 

Sketchbooks demonstrate a range of original and creative ideas. For example, one student’s book shows he has understood the concepts of input, output and context in an ambitious device that will use the energy created by people walking around the building to provide heating for a school. Another student, inspired by shapes of deer antlers, developed a shoe display stand for her client, the owner of a designer boutique. 

Students’ work is also well informed by their work-placements in a range of manufacturing industries. The insights these experiences provide contribute to their understanding and examination success. A team of industrial consultants works with the careers officer to identify suitable placements and to develop design projects in local and national companies. This also helps students to become well informed about the next steps for their future, for example by experiencing different aspects of engineering.

Students who go on to study product design or engineering at university contribute regularly through the academy’s alumni programme. Vivienne Evans, explains the purpose behind this: ‘The more that our Year 7, GCSE and sixth form students can see of the work that undergraduates and graduates are doing the better it is. It encourages them to aspire and to de-mystify engineering and design professions.’  

Good target setting, marking and feedback to students
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Students use the criteria in the modules of work to support them in setting personal targets, which are clear, measurable and realistic. Students’ work is regularly checked by teachers to inform teaching plans and constructive marking usefully explains where mistakes have been made or how to improve further. This, together with discussions promotes rapid progress. Teachers often use rough handwritten notes to accompany these discussions. Students say this helps them in taking the next steps with their work. 
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Walsall Academy is a large secondary school in the West Midlands. The Academy is sponsored by the Mercers’ Company of the City of London and Thomas Telford School. About 80% of students are from White-British backgrounds; the other main ethnic groups represented are Indian and Pakistani heritage. The proportion of students known to be eligible for free school meals is close to the average. The proportion of students supported by school action plus or with a statement of special educational needs is low. 
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Design for the future: Walsall Academy





 





Brief description





 





Overview – the school’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





�Discussions with my peers and former pupils have helped me to focus on the next stages of my product’s development and reflect on the progress that I have made. It helps to talk through the problems that I am facing with others as they encourage me to try new approaches to the design problem.� �





�The feedback from my teacher encouraged me to question my design decisions and to develop the ideas further than my first thoughts. This has helped me to consider alternative users and functions and has improved the quality of my designing.� Year 11 student.�





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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