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Target key stage: Suitable for KS2

Recommended duration: About one day

Key themes: Art and Design (Architecture), Design Technology and 
Local History

Learning Outcomes: 

• Children will learn that historically, Sunderland has 
commited to and invested in  the arts. 

• Children will learn that the arts are integral to the 
future success of the City; attracting tourists to the area, 
training people on University courses and creating new 
jobs.  

• Children will learn about the role of architects and use models to create their 
own imaginative design for a future National Glass Centre.

The Big Picture
Made from concrete, glass and steel The National Glass Centre is a modern building. 
Building began in January 1997 and it was complete by March 1998. It cost around £7.2 
million pounds. It was funded by the National Lottery, European Development Fund and 
Arts Council.

The National Glass Centre is a cultural venue and visitor attraction located in the City. Its a 
venue with a difference with glass at the heart of everything it does. The building reflects 
Sunderland’s glass making heritage and celebrates the work of contemporary artists 
working at the cutting edge of their field. 

Why is The National Glass Centre in 
Sunderland?
Sunderland has a proud history of glass making. (See our resource called Stories in Glass in 
this pack for more information). With this important historical connection you can imagine 
why Sunderland would want to have a centre celebrating and showing glass but why was 
the centre build at St Peters?



Why not get your pupils to hop in a time machine and take them back to 1997.

In 1997 there was an important organisation in the North East called the ‘Tyne and 
Wear Development Corporation’. They worked to improve areas in Tyne and Wear 
that had been hit hard by de-industrialisation. During the Industrial Revolution lots 
of factories opened, coal was needed for fuel. People across Sunderland built and 
made things that were used all across the world from glass bottles to huge ships.

De-industrialisation began towards the end of the last century. In the 1980s 
lots of industries that had been important to Sunderland, like coal mining and 
shipbuilding, were in decline. Pits and shipyards closed. Large areas of land were 
left polluted and with unused industrial buildings. Sunderland had to think about 
what sort of city it wanted to be.
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Planning for a Creative City
It was decided that the city needed new buildings. The city also needed things for 
visitors to do and more places for students to learn. Sunderland decided it would 
open a National Glass Centre.

This decision to support the arts and culture in Sunderland continues today. You 
can see Sunderland’s commitment to the arts with new buildings opening in the 
recent past like The Fire Station.

NOTE TO TEACHER – YOU MIGHT WANT TO TALK ABOUT WHY 
DEINDUSTRIALISATION HAPPENED IN SUNDERLAND

There were lots of reasons for this but the main one was competition. It was 
cheaper to mine coal in shallower open-cast mines instead of deep pits. 
Workers in shipyards in other parts of the world were paid a lot less that British 
Shipbuilders. These countries also spent more on the most recent equipment 
which made their work easier. Sunderland, like other cities in the United 
Kingdom, could not compete and the government did not help instead believing 
the future was in ‘service industries’ these are businesses that help other people 
do things rather than manufacturing things like ships.
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Creative People: Architects
Who designed the National Glass Centre?
Gollifer Langstone Architects were chosen from a competition to design the building. 
The architects kept the building quite low and flat so it allowed people to enjoy views 
of the river from its rooftop. As well as looking out, they could look down, the roof was 
made of industrial glass.

The entrance of the building is framed by two tall chimneys. These are for the kilns in 
the space where students learn all about making glass and ceramics on The University 
of Sunderland degree courses.

Inside the building the architects had to figure out exactly what the building needed. 
They planned different sorts of spaces for:

• Exhibitions • Shopping

• Eating, drinking and cooking (the café) • Toilets

• Meetings with up to 20 people like the pod • Big events

• Visitors to enjoy glass blowing demonstrations • Places for students to learn

• Offices for people to work.

The building has changed over time.
In the 14 years since the building opened the interior has had some big changes. The 
space was redesigned to include the Northern Gallery of Contemporary Art and the 
original temporary exhibition and permanent exhibition spaces were switched over. 

The original architects used drawings and models to plan what the building should 
look like. They also used drawing and model making to think about what sizes the 
different spaces inside the building should be. They probably used computers to help 
with their design but they might have made three dimensional models to help people 
understand what The national Glass Centre would look when it was complete.
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Challenge: Make your own building
Have you ever made a building before? Who has used Lego to create a building? Who 
has made a castle in Minecraft? A home in a computer game? A den out of blankets? A 
biviwack from sticks and leaves?  You are all builders and architects.

Model making is an important skill used by architects. A model is much smaller than a 
real building but it helps people imagine what a finished building might look like. For 
this challenge you will make a model of a futuristic National Glass Centre. 

Successful outcomes
A successful model will:

• Explore how you can make a building using paper. Think about folding, scrunching, 
rolling, cutting and sticking.

• Be unique. It will not be like other buildings and people want to come and visit it.
• Have a range of different spaces that could be used for different purposes.

Materials
You will need:

• A piece of A4 or A4 paper or card. Cartridge paper or thin card is best. You might use the 
sort of card you can get from cereal packets.

• An assortment of different cards and paper
• Scissors
• Glue sticks or PVA, and masking tape.
You could also use recycled packaging.
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Step by Step
• Prepare the site for your building. Begin by folding your A3 piece of paper or card 

in half. This is your base.

• Experiment. Explore the different ways you can manipulate (change) the paper 
and card. Explore folding, ripping, rolling, crunching, tearing and cutting. Try 
different ways to join bits of paper and card like gluing, fixing with masking tape, 
and weaving. Play with scale (size). What is the biggest tube you can make? Make a 
tiny folded zig zag shape.

Now is a good time to take a break. 

• Select the techniques that work best. Which shapes and techniques do you think 
are most successful? Why?

• Begin construction. Start creating your model of your National Glass Centre. 
Include the three-dimensional forms you think work well. Carefully fix them to the 
base you created earlier. Remember you need to include windows to let light into 
your building and doors for the visitors. Include stairs and/or lifts so people can 
reach different levels of your building.

•	 Refine	your	model. Take time to check you are happy with your model. Are all the 
joins secure? Does anything need to be tidied up? 

• Document. Use a device like an iPad of digital camera to take a photograph of 
your finished model. You can use the desk to make sure your camera is steady. You 
need to be able to see the whole design. Think about whether it is best to have your 
photograph is landscape or portrait mode.

• Sketch. Once you have photographed your model you could try and draw your 
model. Take a piece of A3 paper. Make a very light pencil drawing so you can make 
any changes if you need too.
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So you want more!
What do we do if we finish early? 
Make a second model with a partner. Try and use different techniques to manipulate 
the paper or card. An architect will often come up with a few design ideas or concepts. 
Architects also work together in partnerships. Good partners respect each other’s 
ideas, make sure both people’s best ideas are included in their shared design, teach 
each other new things and support each other. Your teacher will want to see that you 
are good partners just like Andy Gollifer and Mark Langston were when they designed 
Sunderland’s National Glass Centre.

Reflection
Why do architects make models?

What top tips would you give to another young architect about model making?

Can you talk through your building design for the rest of the class explaining the 
features of your building?

What does a good partnership look like?

Stretch and Challenge
Visit The National Glass Centre. Contact the learning team in advance to check if the 
date/time is okay for your class to make models on site.  Make models of some of the 
features of the building using only art-straws, masking tape and scissors. Photograph 
the models. Emphasises the need to leave spaces exactly as they are, bring plenty of 
bin bags to transport the models back to school and clear up as you go. 
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Want to know more about the artist that 
designed this resource? Contact us and we’ll 
happily introduce you!

@sunderlandculture

@SundCulture

@sunderlandculture


