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Abstract: This paper explores the innovative approach of Schoolseum, a project initiated by the 
Learning Team at V&A Dundee, which connects young learners with creative careers through 
hands-on, project-based learning in the museum setting. With a focus on creativity, design, and 
career exploration, the program offers an alternative approach to traditional education by 
immersing students in real-world projects that engage their critical thinking, problem-solving, and 
communication skills. This paper discusses the significance of Schoolseum in transforming 
educational practice, fostering cultural engagement, and providing students from 
socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds with opportunities to explore and pursue creative 
careers. 

 

Introduction 

Schoolseum is deeply rooted in the principles outlined by Wendy James’ concept of “My Primary 
School is at the Museum”, which advocates for an experiential and integrated approach to learning 
through museums. James’ work emphasizes the potential of museums to serve as dynamic 
educational environments where students can engage with objects, ideas, and creative processes 
in ways that bring learning to life. Her concept suggests that the museum is not just a passive space 
for observation, but an active and immersive classroom where students can engage directly with 
real-world objects and experiences, thus making learning more tangible and meaningful. 
Schoolseum builds upon this framework by offering a project-based learning approach within the 
museum context, where students collaborate with designers, curators, and museum educators to 
create exhibitions, prototypes, and explore creative career possibilities. By adopting James' vision, 
Schoolseum transforms the traditional school experience, allowing students to interact with cultural 
and creative industries in a way that inspires future aspirations and helps them see the relevance of 
education to their own lives and potential careers. 

In an era where education needs to be more inclusive, engaging, and relevant, the intersection of 
culture and education presents a significant opportunity for transformation. Museums, as spaces of 
creativity and learning, hold immense potential in bridging gaps between theoretical knowledge 
and practical application. This paper examines the Schoolseum project at V&A Dundee, Scotland’s 
first dedicated design museum, which serves as a case study in redefining how young learners 
engage with design and creativity. By cultivating partnerships between museums, schools, and 
industry professionals, Schoolseum seeks to inspire students by providing them with the skills, 
confidence, and aspirations needed to pursue future careers, including those that have yet to 
emerge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Role of Museums in Curriculum for Excellence 

Museums have long been recognised as valuable resources for experiential learning, providing 
opportunities to engage with history, culture, and art (Falk & Dierking, 2000). Recent shifts in 
educational theory have emphasized the need for more interactive and hands-on learning 
environments that foster critical thinking and problem-solving skills (Heath & Roach, 2013). The 
concept of museums as educational spaces aligns with the principles of constructivist learning, 
where students learn best by actively participating in projects that connect with their interests and 
future goals (Bodorkos & Pataki, 2009). 

Recent developments in Scottish education reflect a growing emphasis on interactive and hands-on 
learning environments that foster critical thinking and problem-solving skills. One notable approach is 
the Storyline method, pioneered in Scotland, which integrates various subjects through narrative-
based learning, encouraging students to construct their own understanding and engage actively 
with the material.  

In response to challenges such as declining student participation in STEM subjects, Scottish schools 
are implementing project-based learning and interactive teaching methodologies to reignite 
interest and develop essential skills. For example, Dollar Academy and Mackie Academy have 
implemented project-based learning initiatives to boost student engagement in STEM subjects, while 
Friockheim Primary School has adopted PBL as a whole-school approach. 

Furthermore, the Scottish government is considering educational reforms to better prepare students 
for a rapidly changing world. Proposals include integrating practical, cross-curricular projects into 
the curriculum to promote critical thinking and problem-solving abilities, although discussions 
continue regarding the extent of these reforms.  

These initiatives underscore a commitment within Scottish education to create more interactive and 
hands-on learning environments, aligning with contemporary educational theories that prioritize 
critical thinking and problem-solving skills. 

The Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) embodies this shift by prioritising active, experiential learning and 
interdisciplinary approaches to education. Designed to equip students with the knowledge, skills, 
and attributes necessary for success in a rapidly changing world, the CfE emphasizes four key 
capacities: helping students become successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens, 
and effective contributors. 

A core aspect of the CfE is its focus on practical, inquiry-based learning, which encourages students 
to actively engage with real-world problems, work collaboratively, and develop their own solutions 
rather than inactively processing information. This aligns with broader global trends in education that 
prioritise critical thinking, problem-solving, and creativity over rote memorisation. 

Furthermore, the CfE promotes cross-curricular connections, allowing subjects such as science, 
history, and the arts to be integrated into thematic learning experiences; an approach that closely 
aligns with museum-based education. By fostering active engagement, curiosity, and 
interdisciplinary learning, the CfE supports initiatives like My Primary School is at the Museum and 
Schoolseum, reinforcing the value of interactive and place-based educational experiences. 

V&A Dundee, as Scotland’s first dedicated design museum, exemplifies this potential by not only 
showcasing design but by creating an environment where design and creativity are actively 
engaged with by the public, especially young learners. The museum’s mission to inspire and 
empower through design has led to the development of Schoolseum, a project that incorporates 
museum-based learning into the curriculum in ways that connect students with real-world 
applications and career possibilities. 

 



Bridging the Gap Between Theory and Practice  

Schoolseum was developed as an innovative initiative aimed at connecting young learners with 
creative careers, providing an immersive educational experience that transcends the traditional 
classroom. Initially conceived as a large-scale program, Schoolseum faced funding challenges but 
adapted through design innovation, allowing it to run on a smaller scale and still achieve substantial 
impact. This adaptability reflects the core principles of design thinking—iterating on ideas and 
refining solutions based on available resources and challenges (Brown, 2009). 

Collaborating with Rowantree Primary School, a school ranked highest in the Scottish Index of 
Multiple Deprivation (SIMD), the project targeted students who face significant socio-economic 
barriers. The aim was to create an engaging, real-world learning experience that could inspire future 
aspirations and bridge the gap between education and future employment in creative industries. 

 

Project-Based Learning in Schoolseum 

At the heart of Schoolseum is Project-Based Learning, an educational approach where students 
engage in complex, real-world projects that promote critical thinking, collaboration, and creativity 
(Thomas, 2000). Through Schoolseum, students worked on a variety of projects, each tailored to a 
different aspect of the creative industries, including: 

1. Jewellery & Fashion Design: Students explored visual storytelling, materials, and design 
techniques, creating prototypes and rapid iterations to express personal style and innovation. 

2. Architecture & Engineering: Through the lens of V&A Dundee’s unique architectural design, 
students examined structural integrity, engineering principles, and creative problem-solving. 

3. Game Design: Students developed skills in character creation, visual storytelling, and user 
experience, producing prototypes that combined artistic and technical elements. 

4. Curation & Exhibition Design: Students gained insight into the process of curating an 
exhibition, including storytelling, object display, and audience engagement.  

These projects were not only creative in nature but also built practical skills in communication, 
problem-solving, and independent thinking; essential competencies for future career success 
(Saavedra & Opfer, 2012). 

 

Cultural and Community Engagement 

One of the unique features of Schoolseum was the emphasis on cultural and community 
engagement. Students’ learning experiences extended beyond the museum’s walls through 
excursions to local cultural institutions, including McManus Galleries, RSS Discovery, and HMS Unicorn. 
These trips connected students with the rich history and heritage of their city, fostering a sense of 
pride and belonging while reinforcing the relevance of their studies to the local community 
(Bodorkos & Pataki, 2009). 

A visit to the Dundee Science Centre further emphasized the intersection of creativity and career 
opportunities, showcasing how innovation can drive change across various fields. These community 
partnerships not only enriched students’ learning experiences but also helped strengthen ties 
between the V&A Dundee and local cultural organisations. 

 

 



The Impact of Schoolseum 

The culmination of the Schoolseum project was a showcase day, where students presented their 
projects to families, educators, and community members. This event served as a powerful 
demonstration of the students' growth and the practical application of their learning. Many families 
had never visited the museum before, and the event sparked a renewed interest in cultural spaces, 
suggesting that such initiatives can play a significant role in increasing museum engagement in 
underserved communities (Falk & Dierking, 2000). 

Participants conducted self-assessments both before and after the project using the Stellar 
Assessment Tool, which evaluates creative thinking across five key areas: research, communication, 
reflection, problem-solving, and idea development. This tool aligns with self-regulated learning 
theory (Zimmerman, 2002), which emphasizes the importance of metacognition, self-assessment, 
and goal-setting in fostering deeper learning and personal growth. 

Through this reflective practice, students were able to monitor their progress, recognise their 
strengths, and identify areas for further growth. They self-assessed in five key areas: Research, Fixing 
and Failing, Reflection, Concept, and Communication. The results were notable - 85% of students 
reported improvement in at least two assessed areas, while 82% increased their overall score. 
Communication saw the most significant group-wide improvement, with a total increase of 519 
points, equating to a 16% average rise. The most substantial individual gain was achieved by 
Student B, whose overall score jumped from 20 to 89. Teachers observed a notable increase in 
students’ curiosity, highlighting the effectiveness of project-based learning in fostering critical 
thinking, creative problem-solving, and self-directed learning. These findings align with constructivist 
learning theories (Piaget, 1950; Vygotsky, 1978), which emphasize that active, student-centred 
learning experiences promote deeper cognitive development and skill acquisition. 

The impact of Schoolseum extended beyond the immediate learning experience. Education 
Scotland expressed interest in the project, seeing it as a model for aligning educational practices 
with policy on curriculum improvement. Local political figures also took notice, with efforts underway 
to secure funding to expand the program in the future. The project’s success demonstrates the 
potential of museums to not only serve as educational spaces but also to inspire lasting change in 
local communities (Hooper-Greenhill, 2007). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Conclusion 

Schoolseum exemplifies the profound impact that museums can have on education, demonstrating 
how cultural institutions can serve as dynamic, immersive learning spaces that go beyond traditional 
classroom boundaries. By fostering hands-on, experiential learning, museums provide students with 
opportunities to engage with history, science, art, and technology in ways that spark curiosity, 
deepen understanding, and develop critical skills for the future. 

One of the key strengths of Schoolseum is its ability to bridge the gap between theory and practice, 
allowing students to apply their knowledge in real-world contexts. This approach aligns with 
experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984), which emphasizes learning through direct experience, 
reflection, and application. By engaging in museum-based projects, students are not just passive 
recipients of knowledge—they become active participants in their own learning journey, cultivating 
essential skills such as problem-solving, collaboration, communication, and creative thinking. 

Moreover, Schoolseum highlights the role of museums in career exploration and skill development. 
Many students, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, may have limited exposure to 
cultural institutions and emerging career pathways. Through direct interaction with museum 
professionals, industry experts, and interdisciplinary learning experiences, students gain insight into 
careers they may never have previously considered. This aligns with socio-cultural learning theories 
(Vygotsky, 1978), which emphasize the importance of social interaction and real-world contexts in 
shaping cognitive development. 

Beyond career preparation, museum-based learning fosters a deeper sense of cultural and social 
engagement. By immersing students in environments that showcase diverse histories, artistic 
expressions, and scientific discoveries, Schoolseum encourages them to see themselves as part of a 
larger global community. This reinforces the goals of place-based education (Sobel, 2004), which 
advocates for learning that is deeply connected to local culture, heritage, and community 
involvement. 

As Schoolseum demonstrates, integrating museums into education is not merely an innovative 
experiment, it is a transformative shift that redefines how and where learning takes place. By 
embracing interdisciplinary, interactive, and student-centred approaches, museum-based 
education equips young people with the adaptability, creativity, and critical thinking skills necessary 
to thrive in a world shaped by rapid technological advancements and evolving job markets. The 
future of education lies not just within the walls of schools but in the rich, immersive environments that 
museums provide; spaces where curiosity is nurtured, knowledge is constructed, and the foundations 
for lifelong learning are laid. 
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