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Abstract

Over the years, the standard Indian school curriculum has increasingly marginalised arts, crafts, and
design education. This has led to the neglect of interdisciplinary approaches and creative problem-
solving skills, which are essential not only in professional fields but also in everyday life. The influence
of Western science and technology on design education, along with the shift from local to global
perspectives, has also impacted the preservation of indigenous handcrafts, cultural diversity,
traditional knowledge systems, identities, and natural resources in craft-rich communities. As a result,
design programs in higher education institutions are forced to dedicate substantial time and resources
to extensive foundation courses to bridge the gap between general and higher education. This paper
proposes a contextualised approach to design education by integrating it with regional handcrafting
and material culture. The authors develop and critically examine a contextual design education
framework through a practice-based study that explores the feasibility, implementation, and
effectiveness of activity-based teaching methods within formal school education. Developed through
a two-year action research study with middle-school students in Assam, the proposed framework
synthesises qualitative visual data, quantitative surveys, and test evaluations to formulate a
sustainable, craft-based model for contextual design education. The proposed teaching framework
emphasises how design sensibility and awareness can be developed in children through hands-on
learning, utilising indigenous resources, cultural strengths, and the rich heritage of art and craft.
Integrating the cultural environment with design education in schools is crucial for fostering a
sustainable and meaningful future, particularly in countries like India, where schools may have limited
infrastructure but are rich in regional crafts, and natural and cultural resources. The value of this study
lies in its flexibility—this framework can be adapted and expanded as new approaches and changing
contexts arise over time. The insights gained from this intervention aim to shape future practices and
research in design education, contributing to the development of a contextual design curriculum in
general education at schools.

Keywords: Design education, design pedagogy, curriculum, contextual studies, teaching framework

Introduction

‘Design’ has primarily been viewed as “a product of the Industrial Revolution’s division of labour,
which separated the ideation of artifacts from their execution” (Fallan 2025). Professional design,
which employs industrial manufacturing as a system, is based on the utilisation of resources in
industrial societies. Design rooted in traditional craft practices “has been perceived as rooted and
local, hampered by a lack of innovation and development in modern times” (Meena 2024). The
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Western influences of science and technology on design education have affected the preservation of
indigenous handcrafts, cultural diversity, traditional knowledge systems, identities, and natural
resources (Meena 2024) in a craft-rich country like India. At the school level, arts, crafts, and design
education have been gradually undervalued over the decades. Interdisciplinary perspectives, inherent
to design education and creative problem-solving skills, which are much needed in all professional
fields and day-to-day life, are often undermined. This has created a disconnect between school and
higher education, forcing design institutes to run extensive foundation courses. While possessing a
rich tradition of handcrafting, India lacks the industrial infrastructure needed for large-scale design
education at the school level. Despite growing interest in design thinking, literature on design
education in Indian schools remains scarce, with limited research on contextual curricula, effective
teaching methods, or the role of design educators. Hence, this study of integrating design education
with handcrafting and material culture is grounded in its potential to enhance design literacy among
school children, particularly in societies with a rich Indigenous heritage in handcrafting.

In the context of schools, design education is “not primarily a preparation for a career, nor is it a
training in the useful, productive skills for ‘doing and making’ in the industry” (Cross 1982). The
authors take this study forward with the approach that ‘Design’ at school must align with the ‘third
culture’ (Archer, cited in Cross 1982) of the practical arts—focused on doing and making, rather than
industry-based Design Technology. Any discipline within this ‘third culture’ must be operationally
concerned with doing and making. By fostering an understanding of materials and their cultural
contexts, students can develop a more holistic approach to problem-solving, creativity, and critical
thinking. This investigation seeks to provide recommendations for incorporating these practices into
curricula, potentially influencing the broader field of design education.

Design education in the Indian context

The foundation of modern design education in India was significantly shaped by three key reports: The
India Report(1958) by Charles and Ray Eames, Design in General Education (1976) by Archer, Roberts,
and Baynes, and Design Policy & Design Education (1984) by the Design Council, United Kingdom.
These reports introduced the idea of design as a “third culture” (Archer 1979)—a blend of material
culture, planning, and making—shaping both global and Indian curricula. The India Report emphasised
culturally rooted, contextual design education using local materials and tools (Eames & Eames 1958)
to address real-life problems, and its recommendations led to the establishment of the National
Institute of Design (NID), Ahmedabad, as part of India’s broader developmental framework. The
authors review design education from its foundations in schools to its professional development in
colleges in India.
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School education, formal and informal, in both its forms, is essential for the complete development of
the child (Shukla 2010) to be socially competent. With informal (liberal) education, one develops in
practical life. With formal (restricted) education, one is better informed and develops the ability to
imbibe education, as it is meant in its more liberal use. The authors have drawn up from an extensive
literature review that the philosophy of the West gives a good grounding for contextual design
education to be a part of a child’s education, to enable him to conceive, plan and create for his
immediate environment (real life), to preserve the cultural and material surroundings, and at the same
time be able to collaborate and make local-global connections. Based on this construct, the authors

have mapped ‘Western education’ for basic design education at schools in India.
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Figure 2: The ancient, Vedic and medieval education tree mapped by Joshi and Katiyar,
National Institute of Design (Ahmedabad 2022)

From the authors’ epistemological perspective of Ancient, Vedic and Medieval education in India,
contextual education must have a practice-based curriculum which promotes learning by doing and
providing experiences that develop a material culture embedded in craft-based learning. Figure 2
illustrates Ancient, Vedic, and Medieval education in India as a tree rooted in ‘Dharma’, integrating
both formal knowledge and skills with informal experiential learning. Its branches encompass material
culture, moral—religious values, intellectual growth, and spiritual development, culminating in a
holistic life-process where education is inseparable from culture and self-realisation. In essence,
ancient Indian education was not fragmented into disciplines but rather formed an organic whole, for
complete growth—a model highly resonant with today’s integrated and contextual design education
frameworks.

Educational experiences must equip children with the ability to make informed decisions and exercise
sound judgment and discrimination. Only with these abilities can they effectively address future
challenges and offer meaningful solutions. Firstly, with design in basic school education, students can,
as future professionals or policymakers, meaningfully apply design as a tool to create sustainable
solutions rooted in their local realities and responsive to the needs of their communities, and the
people of their land. Secondly, as design-literate users or clients, individuals can recognise the
difference between good and bad design, and clearly articulate the kind of solutions they need when
engaging professional designers. Design literacy empowers people from all fields to make informed
choices, critically evaluate design, and become active participants in shaping their environments.

The existing middle school education in Indian boards, which is referred to as basic school education
in this paper, does not provide the collective experience of design thinking, material, and handcrafting
culture to develop design awareness and sensibility in school children. As a result, the students are
unaware of the indigenous resources and techniques and, therefore are unable to utilise the strengths
of their immediate environment in their actions.

At the school level, a field study (Joshi & Katiyar 2019) reveals that design awareness and sensibility
remain limited in Indian schools. Design is often viewed narrowly as decoration, a vocational skill, or
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artistic training. In contrast, international curricula like the International Baccalaureate offer hands-
on Design and Technology education integrated with core subjects, fostering real-life application and
critical thinking. While such approaches aim to prepare students for 21st-century challenges, they lack
contextual relevance when implemented in Indian schools. Indigenous knowledge and modern
technology are treated as separate domains, and most Indian schools face constraints such as limited
infrastructure, large class sizes, and restricted access to technology. Design education in India tends
to be either theoretical, focusing on history and tradition, or purely hands-on, lacking a design thinking
approach. Unlike international curricula where ‘Technology and Design’ are synergised for innovation,
‘Craft and Design’ remain largely unintegrated in Indian school systems.

Furthermore, design education is marginalised by a preoccupation with the routine repetition of many
traditional classroom exercises, with an overemphasis on delivering content to achieve time-bound,
measurable outcomes and a lack of emphasis on the processes that nurture design thinking. Such
teaching and learning strictly adhere to a task-driven design and technology syllabus while neglecting
the experience of ‘meaning-making’ and discovery learning. This results in satisfactory projects being
generated by teacher-dependent students, where deeper understanding and the application of design
thinking are merely supplementary or indirect. Under such conditions, the nurturing of ‘applied
creativity’ (Owen 2007) as a pedagogical goal is neglected. Compared to mass education delivery
modes, the merit of exploratory, project-driven and practical design activity tends to be disregarded.

Higher design education

Design education at the college level in India offers a professional-level, contextual education. The
authors review the foundational design education curriculum at college, particularly at the National
Institute of Design (NID), as it relates to the Indian context and the general foundation studies in
design.
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Figure 3: NID foundation course structure relevant to basic design education mapped by
Joshi and Katiyar, National Institute of Design (Ahmedabad 2024)
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The field study conducted by Joshi and Katiyar (2019) confirms that design awareness and design
sensibility require a contextualised basis in design education at school. Formal school education in
India is limited to knowing and excludes learning by doing. As a result, design programs in higher
education institutions are compelled to dedicate substantial time and resources to extensive
foundation courses, aiming to bridge the gap between general and higher education. The Foundation
Programme at NID is a one-year general orientation in design that precedes specialisation courses.
However, students must choose their specialisation at the time of admission, often based on their
limited understanding of design or rely on popular trends. While artistic skills are somewhat nurtured
in school, Indian general education lacks hands-on training in material handling, cultural awareness,
and applied creativity. As a result, students enter the design foundation with gaps in experiential
learning, and their transition into design is not aligned with their chosen specialisation, but focuses
broadly on developing design sensibility.

Table 1: Design education in Indian context

School-level preparation Higher design education (NID foundation year)

Focus on knowing rather than doing Requires strong experiential and hands-on foundation
Limited exposure to material handling, cultural Foundation Programme (1-year) builds design
awareness, applied creativity sensibility before specialisation

Some nurturing of artistic skills Students must choose specialisation at admission, often

with limited understanding

No integrated design awareness or contextualised | Colleges dedicate substantial resources to bridging

training gaps through foundation courses
Education remains largely exam- and content- Orientation year emphasises experiential learning and
driven broad sensibility, not immediate specialisation

Mapping theories of learning in design education

The appropriate stage for introducing Design as a distinct subject within basic education can be
determined by reviewing established theories of learning. The traditional Indian pedagogy, with
historical roots in the Upanisadic and Vedantic traditions, articulated a natural progression in cognitive
development through the triadic process of Sravana (listening and receiving), Manana (reflection and
reasoning), and Nididhyasana (deep contemplation), culminating in abstraction and synthesis
(Radhakrishnan 1953). This dialogical pedagogy systematically trained students in reflective thinking,
paralleling Piaget’s account of the emergence of hypothetical-deductive reasoning during the formal
operational stage. While the modern school system is structured around age-based grade enrolment,
Piaget’s developmental framework provides a valuable reference point for identifying the appropriate
age at which Design should be introduced as a subject within the curriculum.

Table 2: Resonance between Piaget’s formal operational stage and Sravana—Manana—
Nididhyasana pedagogy

Dimension Piaget — formal Sravana—Manana—Nididhyasana |Resonance
operations pedagogy
Core Cognitive | Emergence of abstract Sravana: receiving Both cultivate a shift from
Ability reasoning and knowledge; Manana: concrete learning to
hypothetical-deductive reasoning/reflection; Nididhyasa |reflective and abstract
thinking na: abstract synthesis and self- thought
inquiry
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From a design perspective, the authors have illustrated Piaget’s theory of cognitive development
(Figure 4) to emphasise how design education, especially during the formal operational stage (age 11
and above), can enhance intellectual growth through hands-on learning. They argue that material
handling and indigenous crafts can provide concrete experiences essential for developing design
thinking and help the child transition from the concrete operational to the formal operational stage
(Joshi & Katiyar 2024a). Here, “the craft forms are used as the mediums to externalise cognitive
modelling” (Joshi & Katiyar 2024b) rather than relying on industrial, technology-based products. Joshi
and Katiyar propose a contextual design approach, illustrated in Figure 5, that integrates local
sensibilities with innovative craft practices. This approach fosters experiential learning rooted in
cultural and material contexts.
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Figure 4: Sewhag’s tree model of Piaget’s theory of cognitive development (Joshi & Katiyar
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The authors prescribe age- and stage-appropriate benchmarks for design education at the school level,
following a review of the foundation design education curriculum at NID, and identification of features
that align with the nature of design education in basic education in India. The aim is to cultivate design
thinking by immersing students in the collective experience of design processes and material culture.
This serves as the guiding principle for developing the contextual framework for design education in
schools in India.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES OF
DESIGN EDUCATION AT SCHOOL

HANDCRAFTING/ DESIGN PROCESS
concrete experience

CONTEXTUAL
DESIGN EDUCATION

DESIGN THINKING MATERIAL CULTURE
design awareness indigenous crafts

Figure 5: Learning objectives of design education at school, mapped by Joshi and Katiyar,
National Institute of Design (Ahmedabad 2024)

The development of a language of representation is crucial in design education. It enables students to
externalise abstract concepts generated through visual and spatial thinking. Building on this, the
triadic pedagogy of Sravana—Manana—Nididhyasana resonates strongly with Gardner’s concept of
spatial intelligence. Both frameworks describe a progression from perception and attentive
reception (Sravana) tointernal transformation and reasoning (manana), culminating in abstract
visualisation and creative expression (nididhyasana). In this context, such parallels illustrate how
traditional Indian pedagogy anticipated dimensions of modern cognitive theory, particularly in relation
to design and spatial learning. Accordingly, Figure 6 highlights Gardner’s view of ‘spatial intelligence’
as a key symbol system for human survival and productivity, one that is strengthened through hands-
on, experiential engagement with material culture. Extending this argument, design education further
reinforces this capacity when spatial intelligence is coupled with ‘bodily—kinaesthetic intelligence’
through iterative design thinking exercises. Taking this theory forward, field experiments by Joshi and
Katiyar (2024a) indicate that repeated exercise, following a spiral curriculum approach, cultivates
‘picturing’ or conceptual modelling in children—essential for visualising and shaping design outcomes.
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Figure 6: Sewhag’s tree model of Gardner’s basic worldwide symbol systems, mapped by
Joshi and Katiyar, National Institute of Design (Ahmedabad 2024)

International curriculums

Leading global education systems, such as those in South Korea, Japan, Singapore, Finland, and the
United Kingdom, integrate applied, practical learning—including crafts/ technology and material
culture—into their school curricula to develop essential 21st-century skills, including creativity,
problem-solving, and critical thinking. These countries emphasise hands-on education through
subjects like Practical Arts (South Korea), Design and Technology (Hong Kong, Singapore, and the
United Kingdom), and Visual Arts (United Kingdom) from early grades, reinforcing the importance of
contextual skill application. Japan dedicates a significant amount of time in primary school (ages 6—
12) to music, fine arts, handicrafts, homemaking, and physical education. A closer examination of the
Finnish curriculum reveals a flipped application of Bloom’s Taxonomy (Kulkarni 2022), where students
begin with experiential, hands-on learning that blends traditional crafts with modern technologies,
such as 3D printing and robotics. Lesson planning in Finland also follows the principle of “Constructive
Alignment”, a pedagogical framework developed by Prof. John Biggs, ensuring that learning outcomes,
teaching methods, and assessments are cohesively aligned (Finnish National Agency for Education
2016 2021).

Similarly, South Africa incorporates Indigenous crafts into its Creative Arts curriculum from Grades R
to 9 (Department of Basic Education, Republic of South Africa, ‘Curriculum and Assessment Policy
Statement Grades 7-9, Creative arts’ 2011). The system offers specialised design pathways in Grades
10 to 12. In Grades 10-12, students can choose from Visual Communication, Surface Design, Product
Design, or Environmental Design (Department of Basic Education, Republic of South Africa, Curriculum
and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), Design 2011). These subjects emphasise the design process,
design production and design theory across all terms, providing a structured yet creative approach to
craft and design education. However, despite this culturally rich foundation and curricular integration,
due to lack of resources, trained staff, and systemic undervaluation, there is concern over a decline in
craft education (Milja 2024), while researchers argue that crafts nurture multiple 21st-century skills
and support creativity—a key component in critical thinking and problem-solving. Studies further
highlight structural challenges such as inadequate resources, insufficient facilities, a lack of trained
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staff, and weak institutional support limit practical implementation (Chuene & Teane 2024; Ngobeni,
Chibambo & Divala 2023).

South Africa illustrates how even with structured curricular pathways, craft education risks erosion—
a challenge that parallels India’s under-integration of its own indigenous crafts. Both contexts highlight
the need for design education to not only develop 21st-century skills but also actively sustain
traditional knowledge systems.

Embedding context in design education

A sustainable model for basic design education must be grounded in real-world contexts and
embedded meaningfully within the school curriculum through clear pedagogical frameworks and
standards. In India, however, a key challenge lies in developing a system that evolves from diverse
contextual beliefs and attitudes. School-level design education often lacks coherence, with a
disjointed approach driven by task-oriented practices and a disconnect between practitioners and
trained educators. This results in a weak integration of theory and practice, with a minimal focus on
material-driven, experiential learning—despite India’s rich cultural heritage. The current emphasis on
technological innovation often sidelines creativity and contextual understanding. As Terzidis (2007)
suggests, design begins with an idea shaped by its “surrounding context” (Buchanan 2001), yet this
principle is largely absent in Indian school curricula when we talk of design education. Current school
education in Indian boards lacks an integrated approach to design thinking, material culture, and
handcrafting, resulting in limited design awareness and sensibility among students. Consequently,
students are not equipped with the basic design thinking skills or life skills necessary for creative
problem-solving using local resources. Design education, when properly integrated, can help students
apply theoretical knowledge to real-life contexts, fostering essential life competencies.
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Figure 7: Sewhag’s tree model of contextual curriculum, mapped by Joshi and Katiyar,
National Institute of Design (Ahmedabad 2024)
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To foster design ability in students, a constructivist pedagogy grounded in indigenous material culture
and experiential learning is illustrated in Sewhag’s Tree Model of Contextual Curriculum (Figure 7),
which emphasises integrating local context and hands-on learning in middle school. The proposed
contextual curriculum, rooted in both Indian and Western educational philosophies, is designed for
Grades 7 and 8. This age group aligns with the formal operations stage (Simatwa 2010) of cognitive
development, enabling training in abstract thinking and problem-solving. Developed through action
research at the National Institute of Design (NID) by Joshi and Katiyar, the curriculum promotes
experiential, collaborative, and culturally embedded learning that engages both conceptual and
physical faculties.

The contextual framework for design education

A sustainable design education model for Indian schools must build design literacy from the
foundational level, tailored to the country’s unique cultural and educational context. The National
Education Policy (NEP 2020) of India specifies that the aim of basic education is to nurture “life skills
such as communication, cooperation, teamwork, and resilience” (National Education Policy 2020
2020). Research at the National Institute of Design (NID) has emphasised adapting principles from
Bauhaus and Ulm (Ranjan 2007)—such as interdisciplinary learning, hands-on engagement, and real-
world problem-solving—to Indian classrooms. Despite the advent of new tools and methods, the core
principles of design thinking and action from the Bauhaus and Ulm traditions remain highly relevant
and offer valuable insights for shaping design education models today.

In alignment with the NEP 2020 emphasis on life skills and the pedagogical insights from Bauhaus,
Ulm, and NID, the salient features of the proposed design curriculum framework for schools include:

a) Contentis based on Learning Objectives (NID)

b) Teaching framework/ Methodology in place of syllabus (Ulm)

c) Aninterdisciplinary and systematic approach to design education (Ulm, NID)

d) Use of available materials and appropriate tools in the design process (NID, NEP 2020).

Building on traditional design education models, the Sewhag’s Teaching Framework (Figures 8 & 9)
was developed through new experimentation by Joshi and Katiyar (2024a) in the Indian context. Key
features of the proposed curriculum include learning objectives—based content, a teaching framework
instead of a fixed syllabus, and the use of local materials and tools. Developed through extensive
action research in Assam, this contextual teaching model blends design thinking with existing school
subjects and local crafts, fostering a mindset in students that equips them to confront and address
“wicked problems” (Buchanan 1992). Teachers design tasks in collaboration with local artisans,
ensuring that learning remains both practical and culturally rooted.

The curriculum framework emerged from a systematic two-year study (2021-2023) at the middle
school level (Grades 7 & 8) in a remote area of Assam, Northeast India. The research involved 162
students in the year 2021-2022 and 121 students in the year 2022—-2023. Data collection from the
students included three approaches:

1. Qualitative analysis of participatory visual research, revealing learning methods and the
development of knowledge and skills.

2. Quantitative analysis of pre- and post-questionnaires, identifying shifts in design awareness.

3. Test paper evaluations, assessing knowledge acquisition and overall impact.
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After triangulating these findings and compiling the quantitative data in Microsoft Excel, the authors
articulated the proposed Contextual Curriculum Framework, offering a sustainable teaching model
rooted in indigenous resources and techniques — the contextual material culture.

Sewhag'’s Constructivist Instructional Design Teaching
Framework for Design Education

(Learner-centered Design Process for Teaching)

Activity
(practice)

STAGE 1
Concrete Experience

STAGE 4 Experiential STAGE 2

Experimentation  Learning Cycle Reflection
b STAGEI} Material
Knowledge gk o, (contextual

(conceptual) ~€—————————— P environment)

Learner's Experiences

L Instructional Design ‘ ‘
i for interaction between the variables
e s J&—no
VARIABLES Activities Learner’s Knowledge Material Culture

Figure 8: Sewhag’s instructional design teaching framework for design education, by Joshi
and Katiyar, National Institute of Design (Ahmedabad 2024)

Together, the instructional design framework, pedagogy model, and curriculum objectives form a
coherent structure for design education. The instructional framework situates learning as a cyclical
process of experience, reflection, abstraction, and application through experimentation, resonating
with the traditional Sravana—Manana-Nididhyasana (reception, reflection, and abstraction)
pedagogy, which parallels Kolb’s experiential learning cycle in modern education. The pedagogy model
complements this by highlighting the modes of learning—language, picturing, and applied creativity—
that enable learners to transform abstract concepts into concrete forms. The curriculum objectives,
in turn, translate these principles into practical outcomes by fostering design knowledge, problem-
solving ability, and material skills within an interdisciplinary context. Taken together, these three
dimensions create a holistic educational model in which knowledge, activity, and material practice are
integrated, reflecting both the cultural depth of Indian craft traditions and the contemporary demands
of design learning.
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Sewhag’s Constructivist Interdisciplinary
Teaching Framework for Design Education

(Based on the Bauhaus, Uim & National Institute of Design Models)

Hand—Eye
Training
Picturing
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Figure 9: Sewhag’s teaching framework for design education (Joshi & Katiyar 2024a)

Figure 10 outlines an assessment model for design education, detailing the mark distribution for
formative assessments of class work and the objective and subjective components of summative
evaluations. Joshi and Katiyar’s Contextual Framework for Design Education aims to cultivate an
autochthonous sensibility through collective learning experiences that involve materials, processes,
and culture in school settings.

Sewhag's Assessment Model for
Design Education

Assesiment | Type Criteria % Marks
EL; Krowing &
Understanding &
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il Plansing &
) AC: Applied
Formative Classwork Creativity P
S0 Skl
Development &
CP: CommumCation
& P'rwit-'l B
Summative Objective | M0, MO 40
Subjective | Conceptualization 30

Figure 10: Sewhag’s assessment model for design education by Joshi and Katiyar, National
Institute of Design (Ahmedabad 2024)
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Findings

Figure 11 shows photographs from the craft and design classes included in the school curriculum for
grades 7 and 8 within the school setting. The class photos show students following the design process
while drawing inspiration from the crafts of the Northeast and the rest of India.

Figure 11: Craft and design classes during the action research

Table 3: Interpretation of participatory visual research data

Data analysis | Correlations Variations Patterns Trends

Participatory Hands-on Design Basic Attentive and | Contextual learning

Visual Research |experience in the awareness | materials engaged in includes interdisciplinary

(Visual & workshop, with the and the activity | knowledge and regional

Material Data) |converting concepts |everyday indigenous | of learning skills, learning by doing
into tangible forms | use of crafts are by doing. and problem-solving
with the help of objects and |accessible to connected to the real-life
Design Thinking. regional the school. experiences of a student.

crafts.

Table 4: Findings of the action research

inputs

Data sets Visual research Formative Questionnaires Summative
assessment assessment
Course content Student work Student work Pre- and post-design MCQ/(visual/design

fundamentals)

Design
Orientation and
Design History:
Knowing &
understanding
(KU)

The design process
becomes evident
after repeated
training and
sensitisation
towards the
natural and man-
made
environments.
Indigenous
resources and
traditional crafts
are used from a
design perspective.

Conceptual
clarity,
Observation,
Visual
perception,
Conceptual
ability and
application of
Design
Fundamentals
are more
inconsistent in
second year.

Learning enhancement is
26.6%, and
misconceptions have been
reduced by 9.1%. 45.6%
increase in students
knowing much about
bamboo crafts. Lack of
knowledge is reduced by
19.2% in 2 years.

Cultural awareness,
knowledge and
visual reasoning are
higher in the first
year and not
consistent in the
second year.

Design
awareness and
ability:
Visualisation and
Planning (VP)

Identification of
design
opportunities &
application of
interdisciplinary
knowledge and
skills in real life by

Reflective
Thinking,
Visualisation, &
Detailing are
more consistent
in the second
year.

For the second year, the
improvement in the
approach to resolving
problems and making
improvements has
increased by 12.6%.
74.1% of students focus

Enhancement in
visualisation and
conceptualisation
skills but
inconsistency in the
second year.
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following the on functional design as

design process. compared to the aspect of
beauty.
Design Principles: | Application of Design Process — | For the second year, the |Knowledge and
Applied Creativity | Principles of design | Application, learning enhancement is | visual reasoning are
(AC): in design exercises. | Problem-Solving, |56.3% for student not consistent in the
and adherence to | awareness of Design entire data set.
design principles |Principles.
are more

consistent in the
second year.

Indigenous Looking at culture |The ability to For the second year, the | Material handling &
awareness and in alternative ways |experimentand |learning enhancementin |regional awareness
Material to aid in the build on skills in | the knowledge of were higher in the
handling: Skill process of handling tools, handmade products is first year but
development designing materials, and 22.1%. inconsistent in the
(SD): sustainable/ media is more second year.

practical solutions. |inconsistent in
the second year.

Appropriate Problem-solving The ability to Increased by 29.1% in Enhancement in
decision-making: | and seeking presentin a two years. design thinking but
Communication |solutions that visual format, as inconsistency in the
by Presentation |seem appropriate |well as teamwork second year.

(cP): in real life. and class

participation, is
more consistent
in the second
year.

The findings of the action research reveal more variations in data in the second year, as 61% of
students were old students (continuing from Grade 7), while 39% were new admissions in Grade 8.
The expected degree of knowledge and skill after two years was higher compared to the level in one
year. The aspects of visualisation and planning (drawing) and applied creativity (making) have shown
a marked improvement after two years.

Across visual data, questionnaires, formative assessments, and test papers, the two-year study shows
clear progress in students’ design orientation, problem-solving, and drawing ability. Limitations persist
in consistent application of cultural awareness and colour theory, as well as in independent decision-
making without teacher scaffolding. Nonetheless, the contextual curriculum fostered greater
sensitivity to environment, material culture, and interdisciplinary design thinking—demonstrating the
potential of integrating local crafts and resources into design education.

Conclusion

This paper proposes a contextual design education framework developed through action research in
the Indian context. It demonstrates how design education in schools can foster cultural sensitivity,
environmental awareness, and practical problem-solving skills by grounding learning in local
materials, crafts, and real-world contexts. Building on research at NID, Ahmedabad, and drawing
inspiration from Bauhaus and Ulm, the teaching framework blends traditional and handcrafted
practices with modern design processes to create a context-sensitive, hands-on curriculum that
nurtures 21st-century competencies among students at the onset of the formal operational stage.
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The contextual curriculum stands at the intersection of design practice, education, and pedagogy,
bridging gaps between theory and practice. It emphasises the role of educators—from school teachers
to industry professionals—in cultivating applied creativity and design sensibility, while embedding
design education within school structures that already prioritise literacy, numeracy, and technology.
The uniqueness of this study lies in developing a framework for design education derived from the
iterative processes of design thinking and embedding it within the practice of teaching design
exclusively at the school level. By aligning with India’s rich indigenous craft traditions, the framework
not only promotes sustainable learning but also supports the revival of dying crafts and creates
potential employment opportunities for local artisans.

This research demonstrates that design education can operationalise the vision of NEP 2020 by
embedding life skills within contextual, craft-based learning, thus extending policy ideals into practical
classroom design education. The framework developed through this action research provides a
scalable, replicable foundation for future study and policy development in basic education,
contributing to a future-ready “design and environment” (Vyas 2009) and preparing context-aware
learners and decision-makers.

To remain relevant, the framework prescribes content that is open-ended, capable of integrating
indigenous crafts, and responsive to systemic disparities—particularly those of region and language—
while supporting core learning objectives. The methodology, grounded in Sewhag’s Teaching
Framework, emphasises regional materials, tools, and techniques, with traditional craft exercises
recommended at the foundation stage of middle school design education. This approach enables
students to transform theoretical knowledge into applied knowledge, or in other words, applied
creativity. Future studies should build on this foundation to adapt contextual curriculum frameworks
for greater inclusivity and accessibility, ensuring design education contributes to sustainable and
equitable learning outcomes in diverse school contexts.
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