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Introduction

Children‘s needs can often be neglected in the design of our built environment. As users of the built 

environment, young people have valuable experiences on which they can draw in order to make important 

contributions to the process of architectural design. However, they rarely have either the opportunity or 

confidence to make this happen. Awareness of the built environment and architectural design is relatively 

low in the UK and yet this subject area presents an exciting opportunity for integrated, creative learning. The 

opportunity to engage with architecture can also raise young people's awareness of a variety of design 

professions and has the potential to widen aspirations for their future choices both within education and 

employment. 

The Our Doncaster project was initiated by the Doncaster Civic Trust to develop a built environment 

programme for children and young people living in Doncaster. The Trust brings together individuals 

dedicated to preserving and promoting the quality of Doncaster’s built heritage, and currently offers a 

bursary to students wanting to pursue an architectural career. The project ran from July 2012 until November 

2012. This project culminated in the development of a built environment engagement toolkit and a strategy 

for embedding this within both formal and informal education opportunities for children and young people 

living in Doncaster.

General aims of the project

• build upon the Trust’s interests in encouraging young people to be more aware of the spaces and 

places that matter to them

• develop young people’s confidence to critically participate in the development of their built 

environment by drawing upon their own experiences as users of the built environment
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• support more young people from Doncaster to pursue careers in the design sector by raising their 

awareness of options available to them within this field. 

Specific objectives

• Identify the potential for a built environment education programme for Doncaster

• Review national and international examples of built environment engagement projects

• Develop options for a built environment programme for Doncaster

• Provide a prototype toolkit to be used as part of this programme

Research Methodology

Literature and Case-Study Review: 

This project has included a literature review to explore the theory and practice of built environment 

engagement. The review focuses upon educational perspectives that explore place-based learning and/or 

children’s agency. In addition, the research has involved a review of a range of national and international 

case-studies. The aim of this review has been to identify similarities and differences across a range of 

projects to inform the development of a Doncaster built environment engagement toolkit. Where possible 

children’s perspectives on participating in these projects have been collated to show what they value most 

from these experiences. 

Engaging with Children and Young People:

An important aspect of the project has been engaging with children and young people. Between September 

2012 and November 2012 the project engaged over 80 children and young people from in and around 

Doncaster in activities related to architecture and the built environment. Their responses to these activities 

have directly influenced the design and development of the built environment toolkit. Participants ranged 

from seven to sixteen years old. The project culminated in a launch event which attracted around 40 people 

who live and work in Doncaster.  

Developing a Network of Project Partners:

In addition the project has sought to develop a network of partners who can support Doncaster Civic Trust in 

disseminating the toolkit across schools and youth organisations in Doncaster. These include Doncaster 

Council, The University of Sheffield, Sheffield Hallam University, local primary and secondary schools, 

local youth clubs and arts organisations. A longer term strategy for developing and applying the programme 

in practice has been developed through conversations with these partners. 
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Built Environment Engagement: 
Literature Review

The built environment is a great resource for learning. It offers a broad range of educational opportunities for 

young people. For example, Malone (2008) suggests that learning outside the classroom benefits children’s 

whole development. In addition, built environment engagement activities, which offer exciting opportunities 

for project-based and hands-on approaches to learning, have been shown to promote children and young 

peoples’ enjoyment, inspiration and excitement for learning (Procter and Parnell 2008). However, the built 

environment is a resource that is not well utilised in current educational practice and is a new area for 

teachers, youth workers and young people (Procter and Parnell 2008). 

This is the case even though built environment engagement supports the aims outlined in the national 

curriculum, to enable all young people to become: 1) successful learners who enjoy learning, make progress 

and achieve, 2) confident individuals who are able to live safe, healthy and fulfilling lives and 3) responsible 

citizens who make a positive contribution to society. The Department for Education states that these ‘aims 

should inform all aspects of teaching and learning and be the starting point for curriculum design’ (DFE 

2012). More specifically the curriculum seeks to promote children’s sense of responsibility towards 1) our 

society, which is shaped by the contributions of a diverse range of people, cultures and heritage, and 2) our 

environment, as the basis of life and a source of wonder and inspiration that needs to be protected.

The literature review that follows demonstrates how these aims can be addressed through built environment 

engagement projects. It will begin by drawing upon recent literature from the sociology of childhood, to 

position children as competent social agents who are active participants in the production of the social world 

(James and Prout 1997). This standpoint then frames the arguments addressed in the following sections. 

Therefore, built environment engagement is positioned as a means to elicit children’s expertise and create 
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opportunities for children to contribute to the development of the built environment. It will be argued that 

built environment engagement reflects a move away from individualistic educational paradigm towards 

place-based pedagogies which are increasingly advocated by both scholars and practitioners. Further to this, 

place-based pedagogy is shown to align well with the notion of children as agents of change. In doing so, the 

review will show that built environment engagement which values children’s agency can not only have 

positive impacts for children themselves but also for the development of our towns and cities.

Children as shared producers of the social and physical world

It has been shown that as young people learn through engaging with their built environment many become 

keen to initiate projects which set about changing the spaces and places that matter to them (Procter and 

Parnell 2008). This supports Wyness’ (2006) recognition that agency is implicit in children’s everyday lives. 

He argues that we need to move away from a romantic view of children’s agency and ‘start from the basic 

assumption that children are of the social world  and are, in a number of complex and not always readily 

visible ways, socially competent’ (pg. 237). This recognises children as ‘social agents’ who play an active 

role in shaping their own lives (Christensen and James, 2008, Christensen and O’Brien 2003, Danby 2002, 

James at al 1998, James and Prout 2008). The new sociology of childhood advocates a move away from a 

‘children as recipients’ model, advocated by developmental conceptualisations of childhood, to participatory 

models that value children as the ‘shared producers’ of the social world that they are (Malone 2012). In 

addition to this, much has been written about children’s relationships with space and place. Children are 

engaged in a constant dialogue with the world in which they live, making meaning through their embodied 

experiences in space (Hackett 2012). It is also important to recognise that children’s social positions are 

informed through their engagements within physical locations (Fog Olwig and Gullov 2003). Reggio Emilia 

approaches to education take seriously the relationship between children and place. From this perspective it 

is argued that ‘children’s competence and motivation can be either enhanced or inhibited depending on the 

awareness and motivational force of the surrounding context’ (Rinaldi 2006, pg. 84). These contexts should 

be ‘living’ and ‘continuously characterised and modified by events and stories that are both individual and 

social’ (Rinaldi 2006, pg. 84). This approach recognises children’s spatial agency, the opportunities they have 

to shape the social and physical dimensions of the spaces and places they encounter, as integral to the 

learning process. 

Reinforcing a sense of belonging

Built environment engagement supports children and young people to learn outside the classroom and 

engage with their local contexts. Providing opportunities for children to learn outside the classroom is 

particularly important given that parents are ‘withdrawing their children from public spaces such as parks, 
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streets and community facilities ... predominantly fed by a culture of fear and insecurity’ (Malone 2008, pg. 

5). Rissotto and Giuliani (2006) also argue that cityscapes have become increasingly ‘dehumanized’ and to 

the particular detriment of children, whose freedom of movement outside the home has been radically 

reduced. At the same time, schools’ increasing prioritisation of risk management is leading to the reduction 

of out-of-school activities (Else 2009). This is potentially limiting a wide range of rich learning experiences 

for children. At the same time, theorists in the field of education question the quality of the children’s 

learning experiences within schools (Gatto 1992, Furedi 2010). It has been argued that learning should be 

connected to the world that exists beyond the confines of the school itself, and therefore connect with 

communities and societies (Orr, 2005). These approaches promote integrated learning opportunities that aim 

to foster children’s creative and critical thinking using real-life problems and experiences beyond the 

classroom. These experiences have been argued to have a significant impact on children’s holistic 

development (Malone 2008). As stated by Malone, ‘they are about bringing the world into the classroom and 

the classroom into the world’ (2008, pg 5). 

Increasing attention is given to the ‘pedagogical nature of human experiences of places’ within education 

theory and practice (Gruenewald 2003, pg. 619). Educators who integrate place within pedagogy commonly 

relate place-based approaches with the environmental or ecological (Orr 2005; Stone, Barlow and Capra 

2005; Heft and Chawla 2006), outdoor play environments (Wooley 2008) and children’s well being (Taylor 

and Kuo 2006). Gruenewald (2008) states that place-based education is often ‘discussed at a distance from 

the urban, multicultural arena, territory most often claimed by critical pedagogues’ (pg. 309). This is 

important because critical pedagogies can contribute to the development of education that support children’s 

spatial agency, recognised earlier as integral to learning. Bowers (2002) argues for critical pedagogical 

theorists to broaden their cultural critique by examining the relationships between society and place. He 

claims that critical pedagogy ‘reinforces a subjectively centered individualism required by the consumer, 

technologically dependent society’ (pg. 23). However, Gruenewald (2008) suggests that, while spatial 

aspects of experience are often missed in critical social analysis, a greater synthesis already exists between 

critical and place-based pedagogy. This synthesis, he argues, is that both recognise that experience is situated 

within geographical contexts. ‘Acknowledging that experience has a geographical context opens the way to 

admitting critical social and ecological concerns into one’s understanding of place, and the role of places in 

education’ (Gruenewald 2008, pg. 317). From this perspective, place-based education can reinforce both 

children’s and adults’ sense of connectivity with local contexts, and, while it supports children to engage 

critically with the influence of wider social forces upon their everyday lives, it also supports a shift away 

from the individualistic orientations of critical pedagogy. 

Children as agents of change
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Place-based perspectives in education have influenced the rise of ‘enquiry-based’ educational projects which 

encourage children to transform their understanding of their ‘place’ in the world and feel empowered to 

create change (Buxton 2010; Glasson et al 2006). These approaches call for a contextualized pedagogy 

which connects children with the places and spaces of their local communities. For example, attention is 

given to how the incorporation of localities within teaching and learning can help to bridge the gap between 

schools and communities (Smith 2007). It has also been argued that the cultivation of connectedness with the 

local environment requires the consideration of wider social and political forces (Huey-Li 2003, Gruenewald 

2008, Bowers 2002). Supporters argue that ‘when a topic of study is too far removed from our direct 

experience, it seems unlikely to inspire us to action. In contrast, topics that affect us physically, socially, and 

emotionally may call us to action and result in the need for new knowledge and skills’ (Buxton 2010, pg. 

122). Place-based approaches therefore aim to engage children with social, political and environmental 

problems through projects with a local focus. For example, using enquiry-orientated pedagogy to explore 

environmental risk factors in public health and well being (Buxton 2010) or raise awareness of issues of 

deforestation in Malawi (Glasson et al 2006). 

Gruenewald (2008) states that while place-based education is linked to education practices (such as the 

enquiry-based approaches described above) it lacks a theoretical tradition. He therefore calls for a ‘critical 

pedagogy of place’ that ‘emphasizes the spatial aspects of social experience … [and] … challenges all 

educators to reflect on the relationship between the kind of education they pursue and the kind of places we 

inhabit and leave behind for future generations’ (Gruenewald 2008, pg. 308). Such pedagogy ‘aims to 

contribute to the production of educational discourses and practices that explicitly examine the place-specific 

nexus between environment, culture and education’ (pg 320). He positions this as a challenge to theorists and 

practitioners to engage with both social and ecological contexts that frame our lives. In practice this 

pedagogy aims to strengthen the connection between people and the places they live. This also connects with 

recent work within education that aims to engage children in the design and development of their built 

environment.

Lynch (1977) argued that people’s knowledge of their built environment is related to how they used space. 

Applying this to children, suggests that they too make meaning through their experiences in and with space. 

Malone (2012) argues that children’s knowledge of the built environment is valuable to urban planners and 

architects. She states that participatory processes should elicit children’s perspectives and respond to these in 

the development of the built environment. For Malone, these perspectives should be integrated into the 

design process. She also states that ‘many children want to participate in conversations and activities in their 

communities’ (pg. 6). Children gain an ‘embedded sense of efficacy and agency ... as a consequence of 

having a childhood rich in environmental experiences and an opportunity to share those experiences with 
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adults’ (pg. 5). This demonstrates that engaging with children’s expertise about their built environment 

provides a platform for children to act upon their desire to make a difference within their communities. This 

is particularly important given that ‘children know best how to design for other children’s needs’ (Malone 

2012, pg. 21).

Malone’s view counters other perspectives on architectural engagement, which instead imply that both 

children and adults need to develop an understanding of ‘design’ in-line with the perspectives of architects. 

This position is adopted in the Design Quality Indicator (DQI), ‘a method of evaluating the design and 

construction of new buildings and the refurbishment of existing buildings’ (Construction Industry Council). 

This was developed by design professionals with an emphasis on the assessment of ‘design quality’. 

However, the principles that frame how proposed and existing buildings are assessed using this toolkit only 

reflect the perspectives of design professionals. Therefore, it can be argued that the DQI resource neglects the 

views of building users, including children. This highlights the importance of involving users in the design 

and development of toolkits like this in order to reflect what they themselves consider to be ‘design quality’.

Built Environment Engagement

Through built environment engagement projects it has been shown that not only do young people recognise 

the knowledge and understanding they have about the built environment, they also develop the confidence to 

express their own ideas and opinions, make active choices about their learning and learn how to work and 

communicate in groups (Procter and Parnell 2008). In school settings, the project-based hands-on approaches 

promoted through built environment engagement projects have been shown to have an impact on the 

relationships teachers developed with their students and this was noticed by both parties. In particular, 

teachers showed a greater value for students’ choices and a willingness to follow their lead as they became 

learning participants who took part in and enjoyed the activities alongside students (Procter and Parnell 

2008). This demonstrates that built environment engagement can support different generations to listen to 

each other’s perspectives. Perhaps, as everyone can be considered an expert on space and place, then the 

built environment could be used as a resource for intergenerational and intercultural communication and 

cohesion. 

Summary

This section has brought together a view of children as social agents with an educational shift towards place-

based pedagogy. It has shown that inherent to place-based approaches to learning and teaching is a 

recognition of children as agents of change. From this perspective, built environment engagement can be 

positioned as a means to elicit children’s expertise and create opportunities for children to put to work their 
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interest and ability to contribute to the development of the built environment. The review has shown that 

built environment engagement has the potential to impact upon the development of our towns and cities. 

However, it has also recognised that critical pedagogies have an essential role to play in the development of 

place-based pedagogy in order to consider the ‘intersections among various social and ecological issues in 

educational interventions’ (McKenzie 2008, pg 362). Through supporting children’s criticality within place-

based education, this review has suggested that it is possible to open up opportunities for learning which 

engages with the fabric of children’s everyday lives. In addition, it has been argued that aspects of such an 

approach aligns with the overarching aims of the national curriculum. The section that follows will draw 

upon a series of built environment engagement case-studies to  examine this approach in practice. 
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Case Studies: Built Environment 
Engagement Projects

Outlined in this section are six built environment engagement projects. These projects span both participation 

and education, with the view that these are interconnected. This was reflected in the previous section which 

suggested that as children critically engage with the spaces and places that matter to them they also tend to 

make suggestions for how these could change and, with the right support, initiate opportunities to change 

them. The projects include both national an international examples and reflect a diversity of approaches. At 

the same time, these projects reflect the principles of built environment engagement outlined in the previous 

review. These are explored in depth after an overview of each of the case studies. 

Case Study 1: 	
 BASE: Better Academic and School Environments

Where: Parkwood Academy, Sheffield	


When: September 2009 - November 2009,

Who: School of Architecture, The University of Sheffield

Participants: 10 MA students, 10 school students (ages 13-14), 1 teacher

Materials: A range of scrap materials (i.e. fabric; string; bean bags; cardboard boxes)

Project Context: The project was established as a 'live project' whereby MA Architecture students worked 

with a real client on a real project in real time. The aim of ‘live projects’ is to introduce students to the 

principles of socially engaged and collaborative practice. The BASE project aimed to establish an 

exploratory classroom within the school. Within this space students and teachers could experiment with new 

ways of using learning environments to support learner autonomy. Their reflections on using this space 

would be used to inform the design of classrooms in a new school building developed as part of the Building 
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Schools for the Future programme, the UK Government 's investment programme in secondary school 

buildings in England.  

The BASE project followed an action-research project at the school, which worked with the design 

technology teacher and young people to critically explore and extend new approaches to learning being 

promoted by the school. The aim was for students to consider how these learning approaches could be 

supported through the use and design of the physical environment. This research was intended to feed into 

the design of the new school building. The partner teacher wanted to further explore the ideas developed by 

the young people through the development of the exploratory classroom. The classroom was designed 

through a participatory process with young people. The MA students worked with young people to design, 

test and implement an ‘exploratory classroom’. 

An important component of this project was the joint exploration of both the social and physical aspects of 

space and place. Many of the design ideas stemmed from children’s re-consideration of what it means to 

learn and therefore what a learning space could be. This helped the young participants to think beyond their 

common experiences of learning within a school context.

Generating ideas: As part of the project process the young people created one-to-one scale prototypes of 

new places within the existing classroom. These prototypes were the starting point for the design process. 

The young people were asked to create three new places within their classroom, 1) a star-gazers retreat, 2) a 

performance area, and 3) an artist's garden. Through building these unconventional spaces the young people 

were encouraged to engage imaginatively with what a learning space could be. After a reflective discussion 

about the places created by them, the young people then transformed these spaces into a prototype of their 

‘exploratory classroom’. The creation of separate places within one big spaces provoked the young people to 

consider how the classroom could be zoned so that different areas had different functions. These included a 

'comfy' zone, a 'cave-like' reading area and modular tables. 

The young people's reflections during the workshop were recorded by the MA Architecture students through 

a drawing. This was used as a basis for a discussion with the young people and the creation of a second 

prototype classroom. This was then used by four teachers and their classes covering different age-groups and 

subject areas. The MA Architecture students observed these lessons and shared their insights with the young 

participants. From this feedback, the MA students also created collages of the proposed exploratory 

classroom. The children commented on these collages by responding to a series of questions set by the MA 

students, such as 'What in the image might help you learn?' or 'Is there anything in the image that you would 

change and why?' 
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Transforming ideas: The young people's ideas informed how the classroom would be both used and 

designed. For example, children felt that using their bodies in different ways was particularly important to 

learning. Sometimes the children wanted to lie on the floor or lounge in a beanbag. For other activities the 

children wanted to be seated at a desk. At other times they wanted to be able to walk around. Another 

important issue the children raised was that the classroom was 'windowless', (as it was located in the centre 

of the school). The young people suggested a 'window wall' with a mural that depicted Sheffield’s 

architecture.

Figure 1: Collage showing the design of the new space created by an MA student, with 
comments written by the young project participants

Case Study 2: 	
 Imagine Their Shadows (adapted from: Places, NO DATEa, Places Projects 2010)

Where: Rusholme Sure Start Children’s Centre, Manchester

Who: PLACES, Manchester

Participants: 7 children (age 4), teaching staff, painter, puppeteer, filmmaker, architect

Materials: Narrow beam hand held halogen lamps, puppet making materials

Project Context: Imagine Their Shadows was part of a joint project between PLACES and Horse and 

Bamboo Theatre. This ongoing project is entitled Transformations and aims to introduce young people to the 

experience of architecture through visual theatre. PLACES was approached by Manchester Museum to 

collaborate on this project as part of the work Manchester University is doing to promote the use of the 
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museums buildings and their contents as a resource for practitioners working with children at the Early Years 

Foundation Stage. At that time PLACES was working with Manchester City Council on a project funded by 

Sure Start to introduce Foundation Stage practitioners to the importance of the built environment of the city 

as a resource in their work with children and their families. As part of this project PLACES had worked with 

Rusholme Children’s Centre to establish an ‘atelier’ space in their building. This is a space in which the 

resident artist can work with the children, teachers and families on projects that promote creative learning. 

Therefore, Rusholme Children's Centre was chosen as a key partner in the 'Imagine Their Shadows' project. 

The project ran over a period of four weeks with two full-day workshops in the atelier at the Children’s 

Centre and two half-day visits to the Museum. The aims of the project were to: 1) provide children with a 

understanding of the built environment through their sensory experience of buildings and urban spaces, 2) 

promote children’s learning through their exploration and intensified spatial awareness of the museum 

buildings and their contents, and 3) give children a basic sense of space, structure and materiality that 

empowers them to ‘create’ and ‘inhabit’ their own ‘places’ in the process of ‘world making’ and ‘story 

making’ that is a part of their play. 

This project began with a 'proposal of possibilities' - a written outcome of discussions between artists, 

teachers and children as to the potential of the project to promote the process of our creative co-learning as 

we work together. This proposal changed and evolved over the course of the project. Such changes take place 

in response to the creative ideas generated by the children, teachers and creative collaborators.

Generating ideas: The approach developed by PLACES encourages the use of buildings in the urban 

environment as ‘venues’ for children’s creative learning. The emphasis is on the project work carried out by 

the children being an interactive process with the building and as such the environment of the building is at 

the core of the children’s learning. Prior to the first visit to the museum the early-years teacher began to 

develop a narrative with the children about their future visit to the museum and what they anticipated they 

were going to see. 

The museum visits focused on the 'Mammal Gallery', a large high space with galleries at higher levels. 

Visitors to the gallery circulate around glass cases containing stuffed animals and skeletons. In the roof space 

is a suspended skeleton of a whale and there is an obvious visual analogy between the skeleton and the 

exposed timber and cast iron structure of the roof. For conservation reasons the overall level of daylight in 

the gallery is low. Due to the low level of daylight it was decided that the children could use narrow beam 

hand held halogen lamps to explore the contents of the spaces and to cast shadow images of the stuffed 

animals/ skeletons and the complex structure of the building. 
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The children visited the Museum with centre staff, parents and artists and explored the spaces and their 

contents individually or in groups. Together they discussed among the children themselves and with adults as 

to their feelings and ideas about the spaces and their contents. After the visit, the children generated ‘stories’ 

and explanations of what they thought ‘the animals’ felt about being in the museum and where the animals 

came from. The artists worked with the children on making shadow puppets of the animals and explored how 

these would be used to illustrate these ‘stories’. 

At the final visit to the museum an arrangement of suspended translucent screens had been set up in the 

Mammal Hall. The artists had made a film of the initial visit to the Museum together with the illustrated 

‘story making’ sessions at the Children’s Centre. This was projected onto the wall and ceiling surfaces of the 

Gallery. The children made an impromptu performance of their stories using their shadow puppets. 

Case Study 3: 	
 Rules and Stuff

Where: Hunters Bar Junior School, Sheffield

When: 2008 - 2009

Who: Creative Partnerships, Encounters and Sheffield-Now CIC

Participants: 90 children (age 7-8), 3 teachers, 2 architects, 1 artist, 5 architecture students

Materials: Tissue paper, fabric, tarpaulin, cellophane, string and coloured card.

Project Context: This project formed the second phase of collaboration between a junior school in Sheffield 

and Creative Partnerships. Creative Partnerships works with schools across the UK to foster innovative, 

long-term partnerships between schools and creative professionals, including architects, scientists, 

multimedia developers and artists. These partnerships inspire young people, teachers and creative 

professionals to experiment with creative approaches to learning and teaching. As a Creative Partnerships 

Change School, the junior school committed to a three-year collaboration with Creative Partnerships to 

develop a creative learning culture for children and teachers. 

Encounters and Sheffield-Now, two local initiatives with a shared interest in the creative development of 

Sheffield’s built environment, worked alongside teachers and pupils from the school in the second year of the 

three-year collaboration. This phase of the collaboration was named ‘Rules and Stuff’. The project sought to 

explore how the use and design of spaces can facilitate creative approaches to teaching and learning. 

Creative practitioners worked with around 90 children aged 7 and 8, their teachers and parents to create 

opportunities through which this can be explored and creative change can happen. The project, Rules and 

Stuff, was divided into three stages – conceptual enquiry, active enquiry and application. The focus here will 

be the second stage, ‘active enquiry’, where children’s role in the project was as trailblazers. However, Stage 
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1 will be described briefly to contextualise these activities.

Generating ideas: Stage 1 used a range of practical creative methods (socio-drama, model-making, 

drawing, film and photography, using props and objects) and made use of the whole school environment to 

generate a conceptual understanding that both the physical (stuff) and social (rules) dimensions of space 

shapes how people use space and that both can either support or constrain different learning styles. In the 

second stage of the project children developed designs for new spaces in their school. Working in groups as 

designers, builders and facilitators, the children created spaces for different areas of the school – the 

playground, classroom and corridor. The spaces created by the children aimed to explore what a space for 

learning could be like. 

Fig. 2: Children inhabiting an outdoor classroom designed and built by them with support 
from creative practitioners, teachers and parents

Each class of 30 children split into three groups – builders, interior designers and facilitators. These groups 

participated in a discussion facilitated by their class teacher or a creative practitioner and focused upon a 

different aspect of the space they were about to create. The children were asked how they wanted to learn at 

school, and how ‘rules’ and ‘stuff’ could help them to learn in those ways. The discussions were framed by a 
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series of questions, such as ‘What shape will it be?’, ‘How many people will be inside it at one time?’, ‘What 

will the floor be like?’. The concept of ingredients was used to help the children to do this – the ingredients 

need to work together so that the cake (in this case the space) will be just right. The class separated into their 

groups once more and listed the jobs they needed to do to create this space. For example, the builders of the 

outdoor classroom decided that their first job would be setting up the supports for the roof and walls. In this 

case they chose to make use of trees in the playground (see Figure 2). The children who created this outdoor 

space were encouraged to re-think what a learning environment could be like.  For example, their space 

included a bed for the moments when school gets tiring, a welcoming sign to encourage children to come 

into the space feeling excited, a blue canopy to create a calming atmosphere. 

Transforming ideas: The children’s ideas, developed through the experiments described above, formed the 

brief for two interventions, one outside and one inside. The children formed action groups to develop and 

design these interventions based upon the design brief, as well as helping to built elements of them. 

Case Study 4: 	
 What if buildings were like animals?

Where: Royd Nursery Infant School, Sheffield

When: 2007 - 2008

Who: School, of Architecture, The University of Sheffield, funded by the Paul Hamlyn Foundations

Participants: 27 children (age 7-8), 1 teacher, 1 architect, 1 teaching assistant

Materials: Tissue paper, fabric, cellophane, string and coloured card.

Project Context: A class of primary school children took on the role of creative inspirers as they 

collaborated with researchers from the School of Architecture at the University of Sheffield to transform a 

space in their school. These activities were part of the ‘Change Project’, funded by the Paul Hamlyn 

foundation, to engage children and young people with architecture and the built environment. Prior to 

applying to participate in the Change Project, children and teachers at the school had worked with an artist to 

explore how the school’s spaces could be better used to support children’s learning. This work had focused 

upon the reception class and had a particular focus upon creativity. The school saw the Change Project as an 

opportunity to work with older children to develop the school’s spaces and further the work already being 

carried out at the school. 

The project was divided into three stages. The first stage encouraged the children to critique the different 

spaces of the school building. The children and teachers then selected a space in the school to change. In the 

second part of the project the children, as creative inspirers, developed new narratives for the space that were 

developed into five design proposals by the researchers from the School of Architecture. These designs were 
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trialled through one-to-one scale interventions built with the children. In the final stage, the children’s 

engagements with the interventions informed the development of a semi-permanent installation for the link. 

Generating ideas: In the first stage of the project the children, aged 6 and 7 and supported by their class 

teacher and teaching assistant, participated in range of workshops to explore the spaces in their school and 

select where they wanted to make changes. Using the question “What if buildings were like animals?” as a 

starting point the children explored the spaces of their school by comparing the characteristics of each space 

to those of animals. They created maps of their school, and represented each space with a figure of an 

animal.

The children likened a glazed corridor, which links two of the school buildings, to a ‘stinky rat’. The link, as 

it was know by the school community, was, in the children words, ‘freezing cold’ and ‘very boring’. They 

wanted it to be ‘colourful’ like a ‘parrot’ or warm like a ‘polar bear’ covered with thick fur. This space was 

selected as the site of the change. The teaching staff supported the children’s identification of this site, as it 

connected with a school improvement programme to change empty spaces in the school.

      

Fig. 3: A drawing from a child’s storyboard and the way this was interpreted through a 
spatial intervention designed by the creative practitioner and constructed by the children.
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In the second stage the children revisited their earlier explorations to think about other animals they would 

like their school to be like. Using these animals as characters, the children, working in groups of five, 

narrated stories for the link to represent how each animal might change the link to reflect its unique 

characteristics. The children were introduced to the concept of a storyboard and presented their stories using 

this method. Each part of the story was drawn on a separate sheet of paper. The children wrote a script to 

match each image. They shared the stories with their peers by giving voices to sock puppets they created to 

represent the animals in their stories. 

The use of storytelling encouraged the children to think about both change and also time. The children’s 

stories show how considering change through a narrative approach encouraged the children to consider each 

increment of change. Storytelling seemed to make accessible ideas about changing the built environment. 

Transforming ideas: The children’s drawings provided the creative inspiration for the design of five 

interventions for the link by the project researchers. The children’s drawings were translated into an 

intervention that the children could make and set up themselves in a two-hour workshop. On five different 

occasions the project researchers constructed the intervention with the group of children who had written 

each story. Once set-up the whole class explored and reflected upon the new link. The changes to the link 

invited new engagements. It was no longer a circulation space. The children could touch it; explore it; make 

up games in it; imagine in it; interact with friends in it. 

At the end of the project, a temporary installation was constructed for the link based upon observations of the 

children’s appropriation of each intervention and their reflections during facilitated group discussions with 

the children. The installation was opened by the Headteacher during a celebratory picnic with the children 

attended by the local press.

Case Study 5: 	
 Keep Dreaming: The Unicorn Theatre (adapted from Magee 2005)

Where: Southwark, London	


When: 2001 - 2004

Who: The Unicorn Theatre, London

Funders: Pool of London Partnership

Participants: 30 children (ages 8-9), 1 class teacher, 1 teaching assistant, project leader, 5 architecture 

students

Project Context: The Unicorn Theatre is for audiences aged from 2-21 and therefore it was considered 

important to involve children in a long-term consultation process spanning three years. Tower Bridge 

Primary School was selected as the participating school as it was the closest school to the site of the new 

Our Doncaster: Engaging Young People with Doncaster’s Architecture

20



theatre. Many of the young participants had not been to the theatre. Therefore, an important aspect of the 

project was to develop their understanding of what theatre is through their participation in the development 

of the new building. This vignette describes a the second phase of the project where children worked on a 3D 

design and construction project to develop design ideas for the theatre's foyer space. Prior to this workshop 

the children had participated in a visualisation workshop where they imagined the sights, sounds and feelings 

of a journey into and around the theatre. Through this project they could be more realistic about their designs 

and think about how they could function. The children continued to be involved throughout the design 

process through conversations with the architect, inspirational visits to theatre spaces and the design 

museum, selecting a public artist, creating poems and art work for the hoardings, production of film shown 

as part of the opening events at the new theatre. The children were kept informed of the project progress 

through meetings with various stakeholders. 

The desire to involve children in the design of the Unicorn Theatre connected with a much wider 

international shift towards drawing children's perspectives as an interesting approach to making theatre. This 

is embedded in an increased recognition of the division between children and adults in society and the 

influence this is having upon children's lives. The aim therefore of involving children in the production of 

theatre is to listen to their experiences and provide opportunities for 'critical growth', which is informed even 

by the what people don't want to hear and can't necessarily see. This approach involves a commitment to 

exploring what is the child's perspective in theatre and using this as a starting point for the development of 

design proposals. 

Generating ideas: Through the 3D design and construction project the children considered the design 

elements in the theatre foyer and how these affect how people would use the space. This work was split into 

three areas: entering and exiting (doorways); circulation (staircases, lifts, etc) and where people settle 

(seating areas, furniture, etc). The children made 3D models and used 2D designs, drawings, lists, reflective 

writing, instructions, creative writing, and built up a portfolio of the team’s work. Architecture students 

played a crucial role in the 3D design and construction project. They shared their own work, ideas, 

portfolios, successes and failures and design processes with the children. In addition, they provided technical 

support to the children when they were making things. The involvement of the architecture students also 

provided a high child-adult ratio and therefore a lot of individual attention could be given to pupils.

Transforming ideas: The children read poems they had produced during the 3D design and construction 

project at an assembly. In addition the children's project work was displayed on boards outside their 

classroom. The architect attended the assembly,  followed by a meeting with the children. Their classroom 

teacher had supported the children in preparing for the assembly and the meeting by encouraging them to 
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think about themselves as architects with their own expertise to influence the design process.

Case Study 6: 	
 The Eco-Classroom (adapted from Wake 2009)

Where: New Zealand

When: 2004 - 2009

Who: Enviroschools Foundation

Participants: children (ages 9-11), school staff, parents, school governors

Project Context: This five year project engaged a changing group of students with the design and 

construction of an eco-classroom using recycled and environmentally sustainable materials and technologies. 

The project was initiated by the Enviroschools Foundation, an NGO which provides creative opportunities 

for children and young people to contribute to a sustainable world. Participation and community 

development are key principles that underpin the work of the organisation. In its work with schools, the 

NGO supports a whole-school approach to education for sustainability. 

Generating ideas: The students worked with the school's environmental education coordinator and a local 

architecture firm to carry out research and make decisions to inform the development of a concept plan. 

Detailed drawings and tender documents were prepared  by the group, with support from an environmental 

engineer. Students continued to be involved in the project through the construction phase. 

Transforming ideas: The children’s concept design was modified to comply with constraints such as the 

project budget and building regulations and form the final design. The children could see how their ideas 

were incorporated in the design. For example, they were shown a concept plan and model and the architect 

explained how this was informed directly by the students' research and decisions. It also seems that the 

children could also grasp how their ideas were translated into the building itself because they were actively 

involved in the construction of the eco-classroom. For example, the children made clay bricks for one of the 

walls. 

The children named the classroom the 'Living Room' to reflect their view that the building itself should 

facilitate learning, not only because it is an example of sustainable design with easy to recognise sustainable 

features, but also because it will monitor the environment. Through the project the children developed an 

understanding of the principles of environmental architecture. The children's reflections on their involvement 

cover the following aspects: low impact and low energy design, ecological footprints, building orientation, 

choice of materials and the development of a more integrated indoor-outdoor living space (Wake 2009).

This project shows that children's knowledge and skills of sustainable design can be developed through their 
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active engagement in on-going and real design and build projects. However, integral to engendering this 

were both the participatory practices used and the strong community input (Wake 2009). Through the project 

children engaged with both scientific and social issues related to sustainable design. 

Case Study 7: 	
 Voices of Children (adapted from: Places NO DATEb, Places Project 2010)

Where: Rusholme Sure Start Children’s Centre, Manchester

When: 2005 - 2010

Who: PLACES, Manchester

Participants: Early years practitioners, parents, young children (pre-school), artists, architect

Project Context: The role of PLACES in this project was to assist in the promotion and review of the Every 

Child A Talker (ECAT) initiative promoted as part of the Early Years Creative Collaborative Programme led 

by Manchester City Council Children's Services. At this time PLACES were already playing a key role in the 

development of the initiative through working with Children's Centres to promote learning through the built 

environment. In their research PLACES created a film to document the co-learning taking place between 

children, teachers, artists and family during the delivery of this initiative. The film illustrates the introduction 

of more creative ways of working with children and illustrates the multiple ‘languages’ that children use as 

they engage with places (i.e. through sound, gesture, glance, movement, etc). The film is intended as a 

vehicle for early years practitioners to reflect on their own practice with young children.

Generating ideas: This project drew upon the Reggio Emilia's ‘dialogue of learning’ approach, which views 

learning as a collaborative endeavour. To enable such a collaboration to develop between children and adults 

it has to be generated by a shared creative experience that takes place over time and requires sustained 

creative input from all involved. Such dialogue is an integral part of collaborative project work that is 

‘jointly’ initiated and driven by the creativity of both adults and children. For children to ‘open up’ and share 

their ideas they have to ‘pick up’ on the creative energy of the adults they are with as they step out of their 

‘comfort zone’ and ‘break new ground’ alongside the children.

Transforming ideas: The film was shared with practitioners as a vehicle for their reflection upon practice 

and consider the ways that children develop literacy practices through their experiences of the built 

environment. The film illustrates the range of languages children use as they engage with the process and 

place that surrounds them, i.e. the ways they use body language, facial expression, hand gestures, drawn 

images and spoken words in exploring, understanding and communicating their ideas and feelings about the 

spaces and activities they are experiencing and imagining. The film showed that adults working with children 

prioritised verbal communication over the many other 'languages' the young children were drawing upon to 
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express their experiences with others. This project has initiated further research which explores ways in 

which children’s experience of the built environment around them can facilitate a creative response and how 

they can be encouraged to share this in dialogue with others through story making and play acting.
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Children’s perspectives on built environment 
engagement

Through these projects, researchers have captured children’s experiences and perceptions of engaging with 

their built environment. A review of children’s perspectives on the case study projects (where these could be 

accessed) reveals three common themes spanning their experiences. These are explored below under the 

headings of voice and ownership, autonomy and engagement, and groupwork and collaboration.

Voice and Ownership

The case-studies show that built environment engagement develops children’s confidence to talk about the 

built environment and how it can be enhanced and improved. It seems that children are enthusiastic about 

sharing their opinions about their physical environment with the public if they are given the opportunity to 

do so. When children and young people are engaged with their physical environment they are more likely to 

want to change it. For example, some of the young participants in the Change Project created opportunities 

to critically participate in the design of their school environment and other areas of relevance to them. They 

have proved that they do have valuable insights that can contribute to the design of the spaces and places in 

which they work, rest and play. 

In other projects children were asked to participate in design projects to develop better environments for 

themselves and others. It has been suggested that young people who influence their physical environment 

gain a sense of ownership towards it (Parnell and Procter 2010). As children engage with the built 

environment, it has been shown that they consider the diversity of people who inhabit the spaces and places 

of our towns and cities. They value the different needs of many people who use these spaces and places in 

different ways and for different reasons (Malone 2012). Through these projects children are made aware of 
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the importance of space upon their own and other people’s everyday lives.

In some of the projects the children also examined the relationship between the built environment and the 

well-being of the planet. For example, during the Eco-Classroom project children reflected upon the 

principles of environmental architecture including: low impact and low energy design, ecological footprints, 

building orientation, choice of materials and development of a more integrated approach to designing and 

indoor-outdoor living space (Wake 2009).  Malone (2008) also suggested that children’s engagement in 

urban planning ‘changes their environmental behaviours for the better’ (pg 6).

Autonomy and Engagement

It seems that a sense of ownership supports children’s spatial agency. For example, in the project ‘What if 

Buildings were like Animals?’. the children’s appropriated the spaces they created in their own unique ways.  

The children wrote and said things like: ‘(I had) ideas to play’; ‘I was punching them, like punching bags’; 

‘we had fun when we went under the carpet’ or ‘we all got to skid on the carpet’. The children’s modes of 

engagement, captured through reflective discussions and videos of their time in the link, were used to inform 

the design of the final installation. These modes, and in particular children’s playful responses, offered a 

second layer of creative inspiration. The children were negotiating their physical environment – texture, 

colour, height, form, etc – in unexpected ways. Gaining an understanding of this enabled the project 

researchers to develop a link that provided the physical stimulus to elicit play. Supporting children’s spatial 

agency is also a major feature of the work of PLACES, which centres upon providing stimulus for children 

to engage with spaces and places in creative and multi-sensory ways. 

The projects not only recognise children’s spatial agency, but also support their learning autonomy. For 

example, in the Rules and Stuff case study, the children reflected upon their emerging understanding of 

learning, ‘sometimes we make in order to think, and sometimes we think in order to make’ (Year 3 student). 

Another student commented that ‘[at first] you think there’s one way of making something ... then you come 

up with lots of different good ideas and make a really good thing’. It has been shown that if young people are 

engaged and enjoy their learning they are more able to remember new knowledge and behaviour can 

improve (Parnell and Procter 2008) and learning outside the classroom (LoTC) is shown to be particularly 

engaging and enjoyable for young people (Malone 2008). Through LoTC children showed ‘improved 

attention, enhanced self-concept, self-esteem and mental health’ (Malone 2008, pg 5). 

It is also important to recognise that young people will respond in different ways to being able to take control 

of their learning. For example, secondary school students who achieve well ‘academically’ found a student-

centered approach very challenging at first. In time, the opportunity to take control released the young 
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people’s ability to develop their own solutions and responses. In addition, it has been suggested that children 

gain a strong sense of achievement and autonomy through opportunities to share their work with others 

beyond the project (Parnell and Procter 2008).

Groupwork and Collaboration 

The case studies show that built environment projects develop children’s group-working skills. In some cases 

children seemed to increasingly enjoy working in large groups of more than one or two people as a result 

(Parnell and Procter 2008). This can often be difficult at first, especially in schools where individual working 

is more common than collaborative working. However, it is shown that people need to work in groups in 

order to develop the necessary skills to do so effectively (Torrington 2000). In addition, these projects seems 

to foster a collaborative ethos between children and both their peers and adults. For example, The Change 

Project has shown that giving teachers an opportunity to learn alongside students allows them to get to know 

their students on a more personal level and establish trust in them (Parnell and Procter 2008). Malone (2008) 

has also found that learning outside the classroom ‘allows children to socialise and interact in new and 

different ways with peers and adults’ (pg 5).

In the Eco-Classroom project, adults reflected upon the value of engaging children with the practicalities of 

the architectural design process. The architect reflected upon the personal difficulties he experienced in 

trying to negotiate between the children's ideas and project constraints. However, the children felt that they 

were listened to and if their ideas could not be possible the architect was up-front with them about this. This 

project shows that children's knowledge and skills of design can be developed through their active 

engagement in on-going and real design and build projects. However, integral to engendering this are both 

the participatory practices used and the strong community input (Wake 2009).
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Key Principles of Built Environment 
Engagement Projects

• Engaging with children as expert users of the built environment: As competent users of the 

built environment, it is important to provide opportunities for children to recognise their own 

expertise in its development. Their views about the spaces and places they use are often not 

listened to, even though architects are increasingly recognising the valuable role that children have 

to play in the development of the built environment. Built environment engagement is a good 

opportunity for children to give voice to their expertise. 

• Starting from children’s perspectives: Children have much to say about how they experience and 

perceive their built environment. This counters views that children have a lack of awareness or 

understanding of the spaces and places they use. Rather, built environment engagement projects 

seem to work best when they start with children’s perspectives on the built environment.

• Exploring the socio-spatial: An important component of many of the case-study projects is the 

joint exploration of both the social and physical aspects of space and place. This is particularly 

demonstrated in the ‘Rules and Stuff’ project.

• Learning collaboratively: For those involved to gain fully from built environment engagement, 

project work needs to take place in an environment of creative risk-taking rather than one of 

planned certainty with regard to outcomes. This 'open' approach gives both children and adults the 

status of co-learners who share ownership of the project (Places Projects 2010).

• Using the built environment as a resource: Buildings are great resources for learning. The 
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‘Imagine Their Shadows’ project demonstrates that buildings which have an intensity of feeling 

expressed through their built form and the contents they house can ignite children and adults 

sensory experience. These experiences can inform and extend their understanding of a whole range 

of buildings and urban spaces (Places Projects 2010).

• Building listening relationships: For many of the children involved in these projects, one of the 

most common reflections was the importance of being listened to. It seems that a listening 

relationship between adults and children is crucial to the success of built environment engagement 

projects. In the school-based case studies, a practitioner who had expertise in working with 

children in collaborative ways was essential. However, it is important to acknowledge that creative 

approaches to learning and teaching challenge traditional approaches to education and that both the 

regular scrutiny of teaching practice and an overloaded curriculum present strong barriers (Parnell 

and Procter 2008).

• Engaging with the many languages of children: The Voices of Children project shows that adults 

working with children prioritise verbal communication over the many other 'languages' the young 

children were drawing upon to express their experiences with others. Successful built environment 

engagement projects seems to use both visual and material methods to engage with children’s 

perspectives. 

• Making real changes: Built environment engagement can lead to children wanting to have a say in 

the development of the spaces and places that matter to them. It is important to explore and 

consider what opportunities may arise from built environment engagement projects for children to 

have a say in the development of their built environment.  
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Engaging with the views of Doncaster’s 
children and young people

As part of the research process, the Doncaster Civic Trust worked with eleven MA Architecture students 

through a Live Project with the School of Architecture at the University of Sheffield. The Live Projects are a 

pioneering educational initiative whereby ‘architecture students work in groups with a range of clients 

including local community groups, charities, health organisations and regional authorities. In some cases the 

projects involve actual building, in others design of urban masterplans, in others consultation exercises. In 

every case, the project is real, happening in real time with real people’ (School of Architecture 2012). 
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The aim of the Doncaster Live Project was to create a resource or ‘toolkit’ for schools, to engage Doncaster’s 

youth with the built environment, raise awareness of places and spaces in Doncaster and promote the work 

of the Doncaster Civic Trust. The focus group for the Toolkit were 9-12 year olds. The clients were 

Doncaster Civic Trust. Throughout the project, the students established links with children and young people 

through outreach groups, high schools, youth clubs and primary schools, who were instrumental in shaping 

the content of the toolkit. The students also made contact with public organisations such as Friends of the 

Hyde Park Cemetery who were a vital source of information about the town. The sections below outline 

three consultation workshops with children and young people from both Doncaster and South Yorkshire and 

the insights gleaned from them with regards to the development of the toolkit.

Workshop 1: Youth Club Consultation

This workshop was conducted with young people from the Balby Youth Club and proved to be extremely 

illuminating for the team. This workshop cast aside preconceptions the group had had about the level of 

understanding and personal engagement with their surroundings the children would possess. 

Key lessons:
1. The children and young people were able to comprehend a detailed line map quite easily when given 

clues to the location of personal ‘landmarks’ such as a bus stop along Balby Road, or the tunnel 

leading from the bus interchange to Tesco, etc.

2. For the children and young people, personal engagement (as opposed to intellectual engagement) with 

the urban fabric of Doncaster is difficult to separate from the activities and events that happen within 

the spaces they use. For example, when asked to rate a picture with a like or dislike sticker, one young 

Our Doncaster: Engaging Young People with Doncaster’s Architecture

31



person gave four likes to a picture that contained a games and DVDs shop he often visited. In addition, 

when the young people were asked to think about the changes they could make to Doncaster, most 

suggestions were activities based, such as a new stake park, a rock climbing wall or a dancehall. They 

also disliked spaces, such as the historic Doncaster Minster, because they felt there wasn’t anything 

fun for them to do in these places. 

It seems that children and young people's cultural references are important to how they experience and 

perceive the built environment. It is therefore important to recognise that the references upon which they 

draw to negotiate their built environment may be different to those of other generations. For these children, 

perhaps cultural heritage for them is reflected in the games shop they visit. These perceptions of value need 

to be taken into account when developing a built environment toolkit. 

Workshop 2: Doncaster Youth Council

The Doncaster live project team did a brief presentation of the work done on the toolkit as a kind of 

marketing pitch to the members of the Doncaster Youth Council. The audience was a group of 16 -17 year 

olds, representing their schools on the Youth Council.

Key Lessons:

1. None of the youth council members had heard of the Doncaster Civic Trust, hence they were also 

unaware of the bursary schemes organised by the Civic Trust. 
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2. The young people were not aware of any outreach programmes that organised activities to promote 

architecture and architectural education. 

3. Some of the young people either had an interest or had friends who were interested in built 

environment subjects but there wasn’t any information or support available from their schools.

4. The target age group (9 – 12 year olds) for the toolkit was questioned, the reason being anyone who 

was interested in architectural education would be either doing GCSEs or in college, thinking about 

future higher education prospects.

5. One of the young people suggested that built environment workshops could be conducted in the PSHE 

slot in the curriculum. However, as the curriculum is changing, this might not be feasible. It was also 

suggested that any resource should be able to be accessed outside of school. Many of the young people 

expressed an interest in engaging with a toolkit with their friends and families in their own time.

The young people’s reflections suggest that engagement with the built environment through school-based 

education is not well-established in Doncaster. They also hint towards the difficulties of integrating such 

activities into a curriculum-heavy education system. This raises questions about how to develop a strategy 

for supporting built environment engagement and whether schools are the best starting point. It could be 

important to develop strong networks with university outreach programmes, local arts organisations and 

youth clubs that have established good relationships with schools to promote the toolkit. 

Workshop 3: Architecture Walks
Young people aged 16 and 17 were invited on short walks in Doncaster in order to trial a range of the toolkit 

activities designed to encourage participants to look at their built environment in new ways. These included 

sketching and mapmaking during the walks. After the walks the young people reflected on their experience 

of engaging with the activities through a group discussion. These activities demonstrated that children and 

young people can engage with and explore the built environment using similar starting points (such as 

mapmaking). However, the types of questions asked during the reflective conversation were vital to 

encouraging the young people to consider their experience in new ways. To encourage a depth of 

engagement across age-groups, the questions asked by discussions facilitators need to be carefully 

considered. It is also important to support the young participants to devise their own questions, which 

resonate with what was significant for them and their peers.  
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A Prototype Toolkit

What is the toolkit?

The toolkit relates to four sites in Doncaster, based on the research carried out previously. These were St. 

George’s Minster, the Market Place, Sir Nigel Gresley Square and finally Hyde Park Cemetery.
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The Toolkit itself is a resource aimed at encouraging Doncaster’s youth to ENGAGE, EXPLORE and 

INVENT their town’s built environment. It strengthens collective creativity, and the playful side of design, 

focusing on users’ real needs as receivers of architectural innovation. It is made of 4 components – the 

activities guide, a boardgame, a website and an application.

The toolkit supports a cycle of activities: Engage (introductory indoor activities), explore (walks and tasks 

undertaken outdoors) and invent (where students return for reflective review and sharing of experiences). A 

physical toolkit holds the activities guide, game cards, instructions and player motifs for the boardgame and 

an A1 map of Doncaster. On the back is a gameboard for the invented game – “Do you know Your 

Doncaster”.

The website is an online companion to the activities guide in the toolkit. It contains all of the tasks from the 

guide as well as downloadable links to the worksheets and tools for each activity. The website can be visited 

from the following web address: http://www.doncastertoolkit.co.uk/

The mobile application is in production. It is designed as a stand-alone tool that can be distributed to and 

used by anyone, but also a complementary accessory to the toolkit as a whole, affording a level of interaction 

to further the experience of the user. A short film describing the app can be viewed online: http://vimeo.com/

52414774
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Moving Forward: Recommendations for 
Built Environment Engagement in Doncaster

1. A collaborative ethos: Built environment engagement projects support a collaborative ethos with a 

focus on the co-construction of meaning. In this way, a built environment programme for 

Doncaster would not aim to impart knowledge to children, but would generate meaning through 

participatory activities involving both children and adults. 

2. Intergenerational working: Built environment engagement activities do not have to be age-

specific. Activities that encourage people to reflect upon their experiences and perceptions of the 

built environment can be accessible to all. Built environment engagement could play a role in 

bringing together different social groups.  It is also clear that different people have different types 

of attachments to their built environment. There could be value in creating opportunities for these 

to be shared. This sharing of different perspectives, across generations, could be a really important 

dimension of future built environment programmes. This will also enable children and adults to 

value the different, yet equally important, values that people attach to space and place.  

3. Accessible to all: Children practise their spatial agency on a daily basis. A built environment 

programme offers the scope to extend children’s engagements with spaces and places through 

providing resources both within and beyond schools. Digital resources that can be accessed online 

and through mobile technologies offer huge potential to capture many more individuals in 

Doncaster than a school-based programme, which poses difficult challenges regarding how best 

this can be embedded within schools and sustained in the longer-term.

4. Networked delivery: Local arts organisations that run projects in schools are a potential means of 
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integrating a built environment programme into schools. The educational approaches adopted by 

these organisations are much more akin to those recommended in this report. therefore the creative 

practitioners who lead this projects may be in a better position than teachers to deliver a built 

environment engagement programme in school settings. 

6. Visual and Material Methods: Children communicate their experiences of the built environment 

in many different ways. They do not focus upon the verbal as their primary mode of 

communication. Therefore a built environment engagement programme should aim to facilitate the 

many languages that children use to explore and express their perspectives. 

7. Learning outside the classroom: An important aspect of any built environment engagement 

programme is to provide opportunities for children to learn through visiting buildings and 

exploring them in hands-on and multi-sensory ways. While a built environment programme may 

develop activities specific to a range of locations beyond the school and important to Doncaster, as 

children develop their confidence as built environment researchers it may be of value to them to 

choose sites that resonate with them and the communities in which they live. By giving children 

these kinds of choices, it also allows teachers and facilitators to gain a greater understanding of 

children’s lives beyond an educational context. 
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Suggestions for Next Steps

Review the Toolkit with future users

• Working with Sheffield Hallam’s Art and Design Department and the University of Sheffield's 

School of Architecture, students can engage children, teachers and creative practitioners working 

within Doncaster in a review of the prototype toolkit. Feedback gained can be used to further 

develop the toolkit ready for production.

Develop and sustain links to policy and practice

• Throughout this initial project links have been made to local organisations (see list of Project 

Partners). Maintaining these links and developing new ways will ensure that the Doncaster Civic 

Trust continues to establish its profile within the town and especially in relation to organisations 

working with children and young people. These links can be sustained through providing regular 

opportunities for project partners to engage with the work the trust is doing with children and 

young people through e-newsletters and websites, social networks (such as blogs, facebook and 

twitter) and invitations to events and exhibitions.

• To ensure that links to local partners generate new opportunities for both the trust and partners, it 

could be of value to establish a partnership board. The aim of this board would be explore and 

develop ways of extending the Doncaster Civic Trust’s education programme by connecting it with 

local initiatives. The board could include a range of representatives such as, teachers, creative 

practitioners, artists, architects, youth workers, local authority representatives, school leaders, 

university representatives etc.  

Developing the trusts work with children and young people

• The Doncaster Civic Trust is in a strong position to develop a built environment engagement 

project that responds to children’s views about how they want to learn. This approach has been 
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foregrounded in the development of the prototype toolkit, resulting in very positive outcomes. A 

continued engagement with children and young people, and the contexts in and through which they 

learn (both online and offline), will help to develop strong relationships between the Trust and 

those people it is aiming to support. When the finished toolkit has been produced, a highly visible 

platform for showcasing the work of the Trust to children and young people would help to initiate 

these engagements. This could be a town-centre event or exhibition, where children and adults can 

engage with the toolkit. At this event, participants can be asked to ‘like’ a facebook page, ‘follow’ a 

twitter account or be added to an email list. Through these different portals the participants can be 

kept up to date about the Doncaster Civic Trust education programme. 

Our Doncaster: Engaging Young People with Doncaster’s Architecture

39



Project Partners and Future Networks

Balby Youth Centre
• Main contact: Nick Cotton, Youth Worker

• Address: Oswin Avenue, DN4 0NY
• Email: nick.cotton@doncaster.gov.uk
• Tel: 07795452110 

Doncaster Youth Council, Children and Young People’s Directorate,
• Main contact: Debbie Burton, Young People’s Training Coordinator

• Address: Elmfield House, South Parade, DN1 2EH 
• Email: youth.council@doncaster.gov.uk
• Tel: 01302 862493 

Doncaster Arts (DARTS)
• Main contact: Beci Jamieson, Arts Development Officer

• Address: The Point, 16 South Parade, DN1 2DR
• Email: beci@thepoint.org.uk
• Tel: 01302 558043 

Jayne Vose, Head of Service – Learner Engagement
• Address: Civic Office, Waterdale, Doncaster, DN1 3BU
• Email: jayne.vose@doncaster.gov.uk
• Tel: 01302 737247
• Mobile: 07795 013933

Jane Stimpson, Planning Policy Manager (Built Environment)
• Address: Civic Office, Waterdale, Doncaster, DN1 3BU
• Email: jane.stimpson@doncaster.gov.uk
• Tel: 01302 734886

Doncaster Museums
• Address: Doncaster Museum and Art Gallery, Chequer Road, Doncaster, DN1 2AE 
• Email: museum@doncaster.gov.uk
• Tel: 01302 734293

Researching Community Heritage University of Sheffield
• Main contact: Kimberley Marwood, Project Officer

• Email: comunityheritage@sheffield.ac.uk
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• Web: communityheritage.group.shef.ac.uk 
• Twitter: @rch_sheffield

School of Architecture The University of Sheffield
• Main contact: Leo Care, Live project Coordinator

• Address: The Arts Tower, Western Bank, Sheffield
• Email: l.care@sheffield.ac.uk 
• Tel: 0114 222 0304

School of Art and Design Sheffield Hallam University
• Main contact: Nigel Ball, Coordinator of Product Design

• Email: n.ball@shu.ac.uk 
• Additional contact: Graham Barkworth, Coordinator of Interior Design

• Email: g.barkworth@shu.ac.uk 

Toll Bar Primary School
• Main contact: Anne Newton, Office Manager

• Address: Askern Road, Toll Bar, Doncaster, DN5 0QR
• Email: admin@tollbar.doncaster.sch.uk 
• Tel: 01302 874324

Bentley New Village Primary School
• Main contact: Lynne Paradine, Headteacher

• Address: Asquith Road, Bentley, Doncaster, DN5 0NU
• Email:head@newvillage.doncaster.sch.uk 
• Tel: 01302 874385

Saltersgate Junior School
• Main contact: Mandy Oxer, Headteacher

• Address: Barnsley Road, Scawsby, Doncaster, DN5 8NQ
• Email: headteacher@saltersjun.doncaster.sch.uk
• Tel: 01302 782100

Hill Top Primary School
• Main contact: Beryce Nixon, Headteacher

• Address: Edlington Lane, Edlington, Doncaster, DN12 1PL
• Email: head@hilltop.doncaster.sch.uk
• Tel:  01709 863273

Tranmoor Primary School
• Main contact: Carole Atkinson, Extended School Co-ordinator

• Address: Tranmoor Lane, Armthorpe, Doncaster, DN3 3DB
• Email: Admin@tranmoor.doncaster.sch.uk 
• Tel: 01302 831720

Balby Carr Community Sports and Science College
• Main contact: Andrea Duffield, Teacher

• Address: Weston Road, Balby. Doncaster, DN4 8ND
• Email: a.duffield@balbycarr.org.uk
• Tel: 0845 345 1629
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Further Resources and Inspiration

Useful Resources

Spaceshaper

Spaceshaper is a toolkit that can support community groups to critically assess different aspects of 

their built environment including access, community, maintenance, environment, etc. The 
engagement toolkit we have developed for teachers and children to explore and debate Doncaster’s 

built environment might well extend the Spaceshaper model; perhaps by thinking about the 
experiential and multi-sensory nature of inhabiting places and spaces. Very possibly this would 

encourage young people to define what ‘good design’ means to them – i.e. what enables young 
people to find and create their own places within the built environment?

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118095356/http://www.cabe.org.uk/files/spaceshaper-a-

users-guide.pdf

PLAYCE

PLAYCE, an international association for architectural education, have created a toolkit for children 

and young people to explore architecture through the senses. It includes 13 task cards and 4 sensory 

tools (a hand mirror, cardboard cone, eye mask, and fingerless gloves). They state that ‘the intension 

is to sharpen awareness of each particular sense by blurring the influence of the other senses’. The 

task cards can be downloaded from their website.

http://www.playce.org/index.php?page=testi-2
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Engaging Places

This website offers some very helpful and accessible resources to support the development of 

projects and activities for children to learn through buildings and places. 

http://www.engagingplaces.org.uk/home

Learning Outside the Classroom Manifesto

This is a great publication by the DFES setting an agenda for ‘learning outside the classroom’. 

https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/LOtC.pdf

Every Experience Matters

This report written by Dr Karen Malone from The University of West Sydney, is an evidence based 

research report that explores the role of learning outside the classroom for children’s 

whole development from birth to eighteen years. A very interesting read and shows just why 

architectural engagement is so important within education.

http://www.face-online.org.uk/face-news/every-experience-matters

Arc en Reve - Centre d-Architecture

This report provides an overview of the key concepts driving the work of arc en rêve - centre 

d’architecture. The centre, as described by Laurent Tardieu, ’creates and delivers a series of 

programmes and activities for young people, children and teenagers, at primary, secondary and high 

schools, social centers and specialized institutions. Installations, workshops, educational kits, 

building sites, hands-on activities, trips, visits… to make young people more aware of architecture, 

town-planning and design. The challange of all these activities is to examine architecture, design 

and the city in their cultural dimensions. The idea is not to get children “playing at being 

architects”, rather it is to offer children access to the different delights and possibilities 

that architecture, design, and the city may offer them.’

http://www.playce.org/uploads/pdf/11%20Laurent%20Tardieu.pdf

Inspirational Projects 
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Charm Bracelet project

This project by the children’s museum in Pittsburgh looks fantastic. One of the initiatives included 

the development of a public art gallery showcasing community art and, this is what is great about it, 

it is located in a busy underpass. It stirs questions about how the spaces we navigate as we make our 

way through a town or city on our way to work or school can be put to better use.

https://pittsburghkids.org/about/in-the-community/charm-bracelet-project

London Children’s Museum

This blog documents the development of a museum in London for children. Children and young 

people are very much at the heart of the process and have been involved in workshops since January 

2011. It is full of quirky ideas such as a ‘Camouflage Room’, the idea for which had come from the 

children. 

http://www.londonchildrensmuseumuk.blogspot.co.uk/

Journeys in a Forgotten Landscape

This project by Gareth Hoskins Architects brought together children from Scotland and Poland 

to explore environmental issues and sustainability in relation to improving their own school 

environments. The website has some beautiful images of children creating willow structures. 

Sustainable design is of increasing importance and it is important that awareness is developed of 

how to build in a sustainable way. I wonder if these issues can be explored further through our 

education programme here in Doncaster. There are also other environmental issues that could be 

considered, for example the increased risk of flooding in Doncaster. How will this affect the 

architecture of Doncaster and the design considerations of architects?

http://www.garethhoskinsarchitects.co.uk/projects/education/journeys-in-a-forgotten-landscape

Growing Up in Cities 

This website documents an international programme by UNESCO to involve children, young 

people and governments in projects to improve the built environment. Using their words, ‘Growing 

Up in Cities enlists the energy, ideas, and hope of young people to evaluate their own 

circumstances, define priorities, and create change’. This is a very inspiring example of the 
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importance of involving children and young people in decisions about the places and spaces that 

matter to them.

http://www.unesco.org/most/guic/guicmain.htm

Local Links

The Austerfield Study Centre

This centre is situated in the village of Austerfield and provides opportunities for children and 
young people to discover and explore the natural environment. The aim is for children to begin to 

understand and appreciate the inter-relationship of all life and be encouraged to care about the 
environment now. Through doing so the centre hopes to encourage children to care about the 

upkeep of the environment in the future. The centre, established in 1973, has some great education 
facilities and activities for schools to make the most of.

http://www.visitdoncaster.com/countryside/AusterfieldFieldCentre.asp

Adam’s Ark Canal Boat

Hands-on learning on the Adam’s Ark canal boat. The waterways are a fantastic opportunity for 
learning and the Adam’s Ark, which follows the Liverpool to Leeds canal, makes the most of this. 

http://www.doncaster.gov.uk/sections/educationandlearning/teacherandschoolinformation/
adamsark/index.aspx

Romans on the Don

This teachers’ pack provided by Doncaster Council engages children with archaeological artifacts 

from Iron Age and Roman life in the Doncaster region. It has been developed to link into the Key 
Stage 2 curriculum and at the same times engage children with Doncaster’s interesting past. The 

worksheets and activities are free to download.
http://www.doncaster.gov.uk/sections/leisureandculture/museumsandgalleries/

doncastermuseumseducationservice/romansonthedon/index.aspx
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Doncaster Museums

Doncaster Museums’ Education Service offers lots of learning workshops for young people to learn 

about the Romans, Remembrance Day, the Victorians, Mini-Beasts, amongst many others. They are 

currently working with Cornerstones (www.cornerstoneseducation.co.uk), which develops creative 

curriculums for schools, to develop a set of online images and videos to help support and extend 

children and young people’s knowledge of historical artifacts. 

http://www.doncaster.gov.uk/sections/leisureandculture/museumsandgalleries/

doncastermuseumseducationservice/index.aspx

The Outer Space Project

Outer Space is a project established by The Centre for Sustainable Healthcare (CSH). For the past 

three years CSH has pushed an initiative called NHS Forest. This project increases access to green 

spaces on or near NHS sites, with the aim of increasing the health of patients, staff and near by 

communities. The project also promotes and supports the planting of more trees on healthcare sites 

across the country. Outer Space follows this initiative and aims to engage people with the NHS 

Forest sites through activities. Beneficiaries can also join local stakeholder groups and get involved 

in managing and developing the sites. The project, funded by Natural England’s Big Lottery 

supported “Access to Nature” grants scheme, is linked to the site of St Catherine’s Hospital in 

Doncaster. 

http://sustainablehealthcare.org.uk/outer-space
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Appendix A: Local History Research

Sir Nigel Gresley Square 

Sir Nigel Gresley: The legendary locomotive engineer who designed and oversaw the creation of the world 

famous locomotives the Mallard and the Flying Scotsman, in the town of Doncaster.  Chief Engineer of the 

London and North Eastern Railways (LNER). LNER’s Doncaster Railway works were a major employer in 

the early 20th century. Born in Edinburgh in 1876 and died in 1941. 

The New Square: A £300million development scheme, opened on Sunday 3rd June 2012, which aimed to 

help shape a new identity for the Waterdale area and the whole borough. The naming of the square was put to 

the public through a voting poll within the Doncaster Free Press newspaper. 

History of the Waterdale Area: Over the past 150 years the Waterdale area has had many dramatic land use 

changes. In the 1850’s it was predominantly fields, most likely used for grazing. Due to rail and coal 

industries not being fully established in Doncaster yet there was no need for large areas of housing. As the 

railway industry expanded in the late 19th century, people came for the work in Doncaster, therefore the 

fields (some of) were transformed into residential accommodation, by private developers. The Hyde Park 

housing was considered the second phase of this development.

Glasgow Paddocks, named after Lord Glasgow, who stabled his horses here, was the home of the bloodstock 

engineers, Tattershalls, who held sales on the site from 1866 until 1957. The public space also welcomed 

carnivals and galas. The current site for the new square would have been the original site for these galas etc, 

including the St. Leger Fair, which was held on the site for a couple of years. Bidders and spectators at the 

Leger Week sales on the Paddocks included all the distinguished people in the sporting world

Although new buildings (Girls School 1910 and St James Baths 1932) arrived in the area, the next major 

transformation took place in the 1960s when the Doncaster Corporation began a large-scale clearance by 

demolishing the then sub-standard housing. Buildings incorporating architectural designs of the day were 

then erected on the site. 

Glasgow Paddocks, which became derelict due to Tattershalls relocating to Newmarket, was replaced with 

various civic buildings and parking. This redevelopment was known as the 1955 Doncaster Plan and aimed 
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for the Waterdale area to become the new ‘Civic Centre’, including a Town Hall, Technical College, Civic 

Theatre, Central Library, Museum and Art Gallery, Health Centre, Central Government Building and an 

extension to the Public Baths

The first stage of the redevelopment was the Technical College, therefore, Doncaster College replaced 

Beechfield House and Gardens, with the museum moving to the present site on Chequer Road. The museum 

dates back to 1909, and therefore shows a cultural presence has existed in and around Waterdale for over 100 

years. However, many of the ideas never became reality due to the lack of funding for the redevelopment. 

The 12-storey Coal House, later renamed Council House, became the National Coal Board’s headquarters in 

1966. The current ring road, new housing provision and various supporting services such as schools and 

shops also appeared on the scene. The town centre redevelopment was, at the time, one of the biggest in the 

country

Harewood Terrace: Between 1814-82 this area was known as the Horse Fair as it was the venue for horse 

sales. First shop appeared in Waterdale in 1920. In the 1920s the public realm in front of the terrace became a 

bus station. Bus station later moved to part of Glasgow Paddocks before a purpose built Southern Bus 

Station was opened in 1968. With Doncaster Corporation also offering free parking to motorists in Waterdale 

many of the residents moved out

Beechfield House: Built in 1812. The former private residence and rounds became home to the Museum and 

Art Gallery in 1909. The museum moved to its present home on Chequer Road in 1964. In the 1960s 

Beechfield House was pulled down and replaced by the Technology College, the old Doncaster College has 

now been demolished.

Current Day: The Waterdale landscape has changed little since the 1960s, however, the buildings that were 

modern 40 years ago are now in poor condition. They look tired, dated and ready for an overhaul. The 

former Doncaster College has been demolished. The land is currently home to the Law Courts and parking. 

The next transformation will be the Civic and Cultural Quarter, which aims and aspirations are very similar 

to that of the 1955 Doncaster Plan, therefore showing that the idea has been for this area to become the ‘hub’ 

for civic and cultural purposes for many years.

Our Doncaster: Engaging Young People with Doncaster’s Architecture

52



St Georges Minster

Built: 	
 	
 	
 1858

Architect: 	
 Sir George Gilbert Scott (world renowned who also designed St Pancras Station and 

Albert Memorial in London)

Cost: 	
 	
 	
 £43,126 4 shilling and 5 pence

Consecration:	
 	
 14th October 1858

Minster Status:	
 	
 17th June 2004

Style: 	
 Gothic style with perpendicular tower with late geometrical/early decorated style 

nave and chancel	


Contact:	
 	
 01302 323748

Conservation:	


• In St Georges Conservation Area, which was designated on 15/09/1997.
• Grade I listed building

Definition of special interest:

• The minster is the dominant central feature and a major landmark in the Doncaster area.

• Site of Doncaster castle, whose motte stood where the present church is, therefore, has religious 

importance

• The minster is the most important church in the town and is easily recognizable

Surrounding Area:

West Side:
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• Mature trees, shrubs and college building

• Feeling of enclosure

South Side:

• Doesn’t have same feeling of enclosure
• Large no of gravestones laid flat

• War memorial acts as central feature
• Loss of part of the railings along church way

East Side:
• Grassed

• More open and exposed
• Surrounding roads give a negative feel due to not being sheltered

People:
• Most of surrounding space is used as pedestrian routes

• Little opportunity to sit, rest and contemplate

Cut off from Town Centre due to new road, which forms a major physical and visible barrier.

St Georges Minster replaced a similar church dating from c.1200, destroyed by fire in 1853. Built of 

magnesium limestone, it is a magnificent example of Victorian neo-gothic. It occupies the same site as the 

Roman Fort of Danum.
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Market Place 

Conservation:

In the Market Place Conservation area, which was designated on the 2/10/1974.

Definition of special interest:

• Market is essential to the identity of Doncaster
• The existence of the market lies in Doncaster’s Roman origins, however the character of the market 

place today is defined by the medieval town boundaries, gates and street pattern
• Market Hall and Corn Exchange are seen as the heart of the market place and are surrounded by an 

array of predominantly 18th and 19th century shops and coaching inns
• On market days a wide range of goods are available, attracting many people to the area

St. Mary Magdalene’s Chapel:

Medieval Chapel from 1066-1540 converted to a Grammar School in 1575 and demolished in 1845. Site 

now occupied by the Market Hall.

Monument No: SE 50 SE 1

Theatre:

Opened: 23rd Spetember 1776

Demolished: 1900

Wool Market/Cloth Hall:

Built: 1861-1863

Designed by J Butterfield for Doncaster Corporation. A cast iron framed building with a brick shell and slate 

and glass roof.
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Monument No: SE 50 SE 62

Corn Exchange:

Built: 1870-1875

Architect: William Watkins of Lincoln

Grade II*. A sandstone building in a lively Renaissance style. Note the polished granite and red sandstone 

columns of the façade and the sculptured panel over the main entrance depicting the Mansion House and 

Guildhall (now demolished). The Corn Exchange and market buildings are now in use as a market hall.

Monument No: SE 50 SE 63
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Hyde Park Cemetery

Architect: 	
 Robert James Johnson from Newcastle

Materials: 	
 Limestone for the walls came from local quarries at Levitt Hagg. Finer carved pieces were 

made from limestone from Brodsworth.

Cost: 	
 £1,594

Open:	
 1st January 1856

First Burial:	
 2nd January 1856

Consecrated:	
 September 1856

Designated: 	
 Local Park and Garden of Historic Interest

Contact: 	
 Richard Bell

	
 Tel: 07777688438

	
 Email: richardbell.fohpc@btinternet.com

More land was purchased in 1882, therefore, the site almost doubled in size. In 1933 Rose Hill opened, 

therefore, there was a decline in burials at Hyde Park and so the conditions began to deteriorate. The 

caretaker moved out of the Lodge in 1980 so the situation worsened.

Important people buried at the cemetery:

• Sir Isaac Morley: the only knight buried on site

• Patrick Stirling: railway engineer

• Thomas Anelay: builder of the cemetery

• Carmino Masserella: of the ‘ice cream dynasty’
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