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When passing through the Rosehill Reservoir in Toronto, you might come across grade 6 students 
from The York School launching homegrown rockets. 
 
In Appleby College in Oakville, students are using 3D technology to design and buildtheir own 
props, including authentic-looking musket models for their upcoming production of Les Misérables. 
 
It’s all part of the up and coming “maker and design culture” that is making its way into school 
curriculums. Or, put another way, design thinking. 
 
Education is reaching a point where sciences, arts and technology are no longer separate entities. 
Rather, they are becoming increasingly integrated to build essential learning skills for future success. 
 
“The fact is the skills of tomorrow will be three-dimensional,” says Justin Medved, director of 
learning, innovation and technology and The York School. “Students are learning to 
solve problems in 3D, fabricating parts and thinking about materials. Many of the math skills being 
taught for years can now have an authentic purpose rather than just thinking of shapes in their 
heads.” 
 
The rocketry project is a case in point. With 3D printing, students can design, build and test their 
ideas within a day. They can then repeat that process, refining the fins and the nose cones 
to improve the aerodynamics. “While doing this, kids learn all about the factors that impact trajectory 
and flight and then apply them to an actual model. It’s a whole different approach to 
education,” Medved explains. 
 
Students have also used 3D printing to create fidget spinners to explore balance and rotational 
forces, print molecules, build model bridges and design add-ons for derby racing cars, he notes. One 
grade 12 student printed 20 components to create an exact replica of a Star Wars light saber for a 
film project. 
 
Appleby College in Oakville is also working on “amping up” the convergence of visual arts and tech, 
says David Thompson, visual arts teacher. “We have transitioned to design thinking over the last 
four years. The big ingredient with design thinking is the empathy part. That is, building solutions in 
the context of how they will apply to your audience.” 
 
“Over time we have kept responding to students’interests and demands, starting with media arts, 
later introducing digital arts, and then communication technology programs,”explains his colleague, 
Erin Seamone. “Now we’re at the point where students can use design thinking to visualize ideas 
and back up that work with research and prototypes.” 
 
Typically, adolescents have a tendency to want to get to the end point of an idea, she says. “Design 
thinking takes them through the process from beginning to end, iterating multiple ideas and 
validating them through research and prototyping. It makes them dig deeper and look beyond a 



single idea.” 
 
Sandra Hutton, arts innovation lead at St. Mildred’s-Lightbourn School in Oakville, says even 
traditional visual arts is embracing technology. The school has expanded its project reach to involve 
digital and graphic arts within conventional art disciplines. 
 
“Increasingly, arts has become a hybrid of many things,” Hutton says. “That’s something we are 
trying to encourage students to investigate further so they can learn to think outside the box and 
explore new possibilities.” 
 
One example is a Memory Project foundation assignment in which art students are creating portraits 
from digital photos of girls in Syria and sending them back to the foundation, where they video 
stream the reaction of the subjects when they receive them. In another assignment for the Unsung 
Heroes Project, they are encouraged to use a variety of tools to tell a hero’s story, from traditional 
painting to 3D models and digital software. 
 
Even students not in the art program are benefiting from marrying tech and visual arts, she says. 
Grade 5 students learning about government, for example, created 3D models of a country as part of 
their project. “They love the imaginative part of it all because it facilitates the process of their 
understanding. In science, they were using our 3D printer to create cells.” 
 
Another visual arts tool is virtual reality, which some students have used for studying dissection, 
exploring museums or engaging in 3D collaborative artwork. 
 
The new reality is that visual arts in many forms will be a valuable asset in the working world, Hutton 
says. “We are developing those skills early in the process so students are not afraid to take risks and 
pursue new directions.” 
 
Seamone says that the workplace of the future will demand that kind of thinking. “The most sought-
after person in any group will be the one who can not only think about unique and interesting ideas, 
but also has the power to visualize them.” 
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