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Design & Technology Association

Cutting-Edge
Safety

Matt Sedgley, Director at Maker Safety and Senior Health and Safety Consultant

In the fast-paced world of design and technology, particularly in educational settings
such as schools, safety is paramount. As students engage in a variety of practical
activities, processes such as shaping card and trimming sheet materials mean

that tools such as craft knives become invaluable tools. However, with their use
comes the risk of injury, especially in environments where young learners are still
developing their handling skills.

Advancements in
Knife Technology

Advancements in knife technology, such
as automatically retracting blades, are
transforming safety standards, ensuring
both students and professionals can work
more securely and efficiently.

Knife Safety in Schools
and Workplaces

Whether it's for cutting paper, foam, or
more resistant materials like thin wood
and plastic, the safe use of knives is a key
concern.

Traditionally, knife safety relies on strict
protocols - ensuring that students and
workers alike are trained in the use of
cutting mats and adhere to safety rules to
cut away from the body, knives and store
knives safely.

Blades also to be kept sharp to

reduce slippage. However, despite the
best training, accidents can happen,
especially when knives are not stored or
used properly.

That's where the automatically retracting
blade design comes in, significantly
reducing the risks associated with
traditional knives.

The Game-Changer?

Automatically retracting blade knives are
a breakthrough in tool safety, designed
with a focus on preventing injuries and
enhancing user control.

These knives are fitted with mechanisms
that allow the blade to extend only when
the handle is squeezed or another trigger
mechanism is engaged.

Once pressure is released, the blade
retracts immediately, eliminating the
possibility of an exposed blade causing an
accidental injury.

This feature alone makes them invaluable
in school settings, where students may not
always be attentive or experienced enough
to safely manage traditional knives. The
quick retraction mechanism ensures that,
even if a knife is mishandled or dropped,
the risk of injury is minimal.

Why These Knives Make
a Difference

1. Minimized Risk of Accidental Injury:

The most obvious advantage of an
automatically retracting blade is the
reduction in accidental cuts. Traditional
utility knives, which require manual
retraction or have fixed blades, can be
dangerous if forgotten or mishandled.

With automatic retraction, the blade

is only exposed during active cutting,
meaning it is not left out in the open after
use. This feature is crucial in environments
with multiple users, such as classrooms,
where passing tools back and forth could
lead to accidents.

In schools, where safety is the priority,
such technology ensures that even if
students lose focus or fail to retract the
blade manually, the knife itself steps in to
prevent injury. This makes teachers and
supervisors more confident in allowing
students to work independently.
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2. Better Control Equals Better Precision:

Knives that use squeeze-trigger
mechanisms or other pressure-activated
designs offer improved control. Users can
focus more on the task at hand, knowing
that the knife is working with them to
prevent injury. This enhanced control also
boosts precision, allowing for cleaner, more
accurate cuts. For students working on
detailed design projects, this can be a huge
benefit. Furthermore, it prevents accidents
caused by over-exertion or awkward cutting
angles, common problems when working
with dull or poorly designed knives.

3. Safe Storage and Handling:

One of the biggest concerns with
traditional knives is their potential

to remain exposed when not in use.
Automatically retracting knives eliminate
this issue. Since the blade only extends
during active use and retracts as soon

as cutting stops, there is no need for
additional safety sheaths or protective caps.
This streamlines handling, making the tool
easier to store and safer to transport—an
important factor in schools where tools are
regularly passed between students.

4. Durability Meets Practicality:

These knives are often constructed
with durable materials like reinforced

nylon handles and rust-resistant blades.
This combination ensures that they can
withstand the heavy usage they might
encounter in both schools and workplaces.
Furthermore, tool-free blade-changing
mechanisms make maintenance easier,
allowing teachers to quickly replace
blades as needed without risking safety
or interrupting a lesson. The focus on
longevity and ease of maintenance is a
crucial factor, especially in educational
institutions where budgets can be tight,
and equipment needs to last.

The Educational Value
of Safety Technology

Using tools equipped with safety features
like automatic retraction doesn't just make
cutting safer—it teaches students about
the importance of product design and user
safety. Understanding how these safety
mechanisms work introduces students

to real-world engineering concepts and
encourages critical thinking about how
everyday tools can be improved for safety.
Whilst this retractable knife is, in my
opinion a substantial improvement, it is

of course essential that the usual risk
assessment protocol and any associated
control measures are put in place when
using any knife with students.

We were fortunate enough to be given

a sample of different safety knives from
Nova and over the course of the last three
months we've been using them every day
at MakerPlayground; our health and safety
training workshop venue.

Of all the many different designs that
Nova sent, one in particular (pictured)
was perfect for cutting thin materials.
The self-retracting 'Squeeze Knife' has an
ergonomic handle and an intuitive blade
extension and retraction system.

Even young learners found the design easy
to use when paired with a ‘Maun Safety
ruler’, and self-healing cutting mat.
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