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“I think more people should know about the 
Circular Economy and try to reuse things they 
might throw away.”
Making Circles Participant, Rosie M, P7

Making Circles creative learning workshops have been taking place in schools 
all over Scotland since 2018. Working with professional makers, 1100 children 
across 30 schools have been given the opportunity to design and create 
prototype products using circular principles, learning about the circular 
economy through designing and making. The project highlights the unique 
capacity of hands-on making experiences with materials to contribute to 
Learning for Sustainability in Scotland’s schools, supporting the next generation 
to develop the skills and thinking needed to respond to the Climate Emergency 
as well as providing opportunities to develop skills for life, learning and work.

Ostrero, which runs the Making Circles project, was set up in 2016 to raise 
awareness of the Circular Economy and its importance to Scotland’s economic 
and environmental wellbeing. Co-director Mary Michel, who has a background 
in design and making and experience leading creative learning in schools, had 
seen first-hand the disconnect many young people were experiencing with 
the materials around them. A focus on digital learning and academic subjects, 
meant basic hands skills were not developing at a young age.

“We had children, sometimes as old as 12 or 
13, who couldn’t tie a shoelace, they couldn’t 
tie a ribbon, they can’t sew on a button, and 
couldn’t cut in a straight line.” 
Mary Michel, Ostrero, Co-Director

A participant takes part in Making Circles school workshop.  
Photo courtesy James Robertson.

https://ostrero.com/
https://ostrero.com/making-circles/
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This lack of craft skills not only affects the life skills of young people, but their 
development in a range of professional arenas. Professor Kneebone of Imperial 
College, London raised concerns in 2018’s Edge Future Learning Report that 
trainee surgeons were struggling to sew up patients, measure accurately or 
complete basic chemistry experiments because of a loss of practical arts education. 

Ostrero understood that exploring the potential of materials in hands-on 
practical and creative learning in the classroom could give children the 
opportunity to develop the skills and knowledge essential to respond to the 
climate emergency facing all of us. 

“We need to know how to repair things, 
understand how things are made, and how 
to take them apart again and reuse all the 
bits. That knowledge is being lost... So many 
objects today are designed to be unfixable so 
you have to buy a new one. So it was about 
getting children to think about that, to think 
about how and why things are made and 
how and why they themselves might be able 
to design, make and use them better. And 
in that way, cut down on waste and use the 
world’s resources better.”
Mary Michel, Ostrero, Co-Director

A range of stakeholders, including teachers and Edinburgh City Council Arts & 
Creative Learning team contributed to Making Circles’ development, ensuring 
that it met the needs of the Curriculum for Excellence, was impactful, appealing 
for teachers, and could be adapted for a wide range of ages and stages. Two 
professional makers, silversmith Bryony Knox and clay-artist Mella Shaw, 
worked closely with Ostrero’s Mary Michel to develop and deliver the creative 
learning activity.

Making Circles is unique in Scotland’s craft education offer because of its scale 
and geographical reach, with over 30 schools participating across Scotland 
since its launch. It’s roll out has been supported by close collaboration with 
Craft Scotland, which supported the makers’ roles on the project, and National 
Museums Scotland, which hosted two displays of pupils’ work created through 
the activity. 

Making Circles workshops are delivered over a half-day in classrooms for P4-S3 
pupils. They begin with an accessible introduction to the circular economy: a 

https://www.edge.co.uk/news-and-events/news/towards-twenty-first-century-education-system-edge-future-learning/
http://www.bryonyknox.com/
https://www.mellashaw.co.uk/info/about/
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framework to help people respond to the climate crisis by considering how we can 
look after the world’s resources by not wasting things, not throwing things away. 

“I love the way this fires children’s imaginations 
and starts getting them to see things like 
drinks cans as materials they use to create 
something special rather than as waste to be 
thrown away.”
Mella Shaw, Clay Artist

Pupils are then invited to design a product using what they have learned. The 
children were given freedom to choose what to make - a pencil case, bag, pair of 
glasses or vehicle - one chose to make a gerbil trampoline. They work in small 
groups to produce designs, before prototyping their products using high quality 
unused materials that would, in normal circumstances, be headed to landfill: 
such as ends of fabric bolts and lanyard materials. The children must experiment, 
test, problem solve, craft and collaborate with their peers and the makers to 
find solutions. They are encouraged to think differently about how to combine 
and connect materials - designing for disassembly means they can’t use glue or 
Sellotape, everything has to be able to be taken apart and reused again in the future. 
And critically they must think about how to share the material amongst themselves.

“We’ll say there will only be a limited amount 
of materials, partly because we were getting 
end of line items. This echoes what’s actually 
happening in the world, there are limited 
resources, there are 33 of you in the class. So 
you have to think about what you really need 
and how you can make the most of it and how 
it can be shared with other people.”
Mary Michel, Co-Director, Ostrero

The sessions end with presentations by the pupils on their creations, before 
sharing some practical waste saving ideas that the children can incorporate 
into their lives at school and home very simply – changes to their daily packed 
lunches, and school uniform swaps.

Having professional makers lead the activity with the pupils has been a critical 
part of the project’s success. The makers have inventive ways of approaching the 
materials, seeing solutions that come from disciplined practice of their craft. 



Case Study: Making Circles 5

They support pupils to take risks, and use trial and error to produce multiple 
attempts, understanding that failure is an important part of the creative process. 
It was novel for many children to come into contact with people who design and 
make for a living, with many unaware that these roles exist. They also inspire 
the teachers participating to think about how they could access and use readily 
available cheap and free materials in more creative ways, building confidence to 
introduce making into their learning plans.

“I have never seen a group of P7s engaged for so 
long in a single activity.”
P7 teacher, Fife

“It is really essential that all of our young 
people have as many opportunities as possible 
to understand the importance of our natural 
environment and this introduction to the idea 
of ‘making circles’ was excellent.”
High School Head Teacher, Argyll & Bute

As an external offer to the schools, the project is not tied to any one discipline 
or department. Making Circles was booked by Primary School, Economics, Art 
and Design and Design and Manufacture teachers, with some schools choosing 
to mix up different classes to encourage interdisciplinary learning. It highlights 
crafts unique capacity to unlock engaging and enjoyable learning across the 
curriculum for all children.

Clay Artist Mella Shaw shares materials with a young participant in a Making Circles workshop. 
Photo courtesy James Robertson
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“A really rewarding part of it was seeing that 
actually, you could engage these children who 
sometimes the teachers felt would just be 
present, but not actually participating. So to 
see them really engaging with this was brilliant. 
And seeing that it was actual, physical making 
that got them there was really good.”
Mary Michel, Co-Director, Ostrero  

In 2020 Making Circles workshops were paused as they responded to the 
pandemic restrictions. They have since developed digital resources to enable 
them to continue to engage with schools and pupils. Making Circles Online is a 
free resource for P4-S3, suitable for home and online school learning, featuring 
short videos, guides and teaching materials, and Making Circles CPD supports 
teachers to embed circular economy thinking in the classroom independently. 

As they prepare to restart in-person classroom activities later this year Ostrero’s 
Co-director is critical of the gap in funding available to support craft and 
making in the classroom, despite its obvious benefits to learners.

“Working with teachers, we find that one of the 
main barriers to them doing this kind of work 
more often is financial. So often they didn’t 
have any materials of any kind. We would get 
a lot of our materials at the Scrap Store. The 
manager of the Scrap Store told us he sees lots 
of teachers coming in and spending their own 
money buying art and craft supplies. Obviously, 
that’s not sustainable and doesn’t give a 
consistent offering to schools across Scotland... 
It just depends if you have a teacher who’s 
willing to do that”
Mary Michel, Co-Director, Ostrero  

To respond to the challenges of climate change, we must learn how to use and 
share the world’s resources more ethically and sustainably. Scotland’s education 
system needs to value learning opportunities that enable creative and critical 
exploration of materials. Hands on making in the classroom can engage the next 
generation to think about how they can contribute to a more sustainable future. 
Whether participants make small changes to their daily habits, or go on to lead 
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innovative product design professionally, Making Circles makes a strong case for a 
more consistent, better resourced craft education offer in schools across Scotland.

Making Circles is an initiative of Ostrero, supported by Artemis, Creative Scotland, 
Craft Scotland, and The Edinburgh Trades Fund. Ostrero would also like to thank 
The Making Circles Steering Committee, National Museums Scotland, Developing the 
Young Workforce, Borders Scrap Store and the Schools – all the pupils, teachers and 
support staff who inspired us with their grasp of designing for a Circular Economy.

https://ostrero.com/


This case study was produced as part of the MAKE 
Learn project. MAKE Learn is a partnership 
between Panel (the founders and current custodians 
of MAKE) and Craft Scotland, and is funded by 
Creative Scotland as part of their targeted funding 
to strengthen the craft sector in Scotland.

You can find out more about the project  
and read our other case studies at  
makemanifesto.com/makelearn
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