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About Open City
Open City, a registered charity, is a champion of great architecture, with the aim of making
London an even better place to live, work, and play. Open City supports and promotes the
design of more equitable built environments; ones in which London’s citizens have a greater
stake in their development and maintenance. Open City aims to help Londoners to
understand and enjoy their city and participate in and engage with it. Open City’s education
programme inspires young people to explore our city through its buildings, developing their
creative skills and supporting learning in and out of the classroom. Through a portfolio of
education and skills initiatives and expertise, developed over almost two decades, we
enable young people of all age groups and backgrounds to understand how their city is
created and used.
Open City currently run the following education programmes:
•

•
•

Architecture in Schools: Primary – formal education programme for Key Stage 2
pupils, working in schools across London in partnership with built environment
professionals and exemplar buildings.
Accelerate – education and mentoring programme aimed at increasing diversity in
the architecture profession. It gives students the confidence and skills needed to
make strong applications to study architecture at University.
Creative Curriculum – a creative cross-curricular outreach programme aimed at
engaging primary school pupils to encourage them to interact with and explore their
local public realm spaces of Broadgate, Paddington Central and Regent’s Place
through taking part in creative, practical and curriculum-focused activities.

Think Big
For the past four months Open City, in partnership with Swan Housing and Newark Youth
London, delivered workshops with Swan’s Tower Hamlets residents, aged 7-14, where
participants learned about the built environment through architecture, art and design. The
aim of the project was to encourage young people to shape their own neighbourhoods by
developing design ideas for their estate through taking part in creative workshops and
meeting a range of professionals from the built environment.
Open City devised and delivered a two-tier workshop programme, one for 7-11 year olds
and one for 13-14 year olds, to be delivered simultaneously between November 2019 to
February 2020.
Young people and children were recruited through Newark Youth London, residents around
the Exmouth Estate and students from Sir John Cass and Red Coat School.
The project culminated in a celebration event in February showcasing the work created by
the young people and children.
Think Big Project:
“The young people’s proposals for the Exmouth Estate represent
thoughtful engagement with their surroundings and consideration
for a variety of users of all ages. They are a poignant reminder that
built space is significant to the experiences of each and every user,
whether socially, practically, recreationally or otherwise.”
“Projects like Think Big are integral to the forming of relevant built
spaces as they encourage users, in this case young people ages 1418, to consider how and why they use their surroundings in the
ways they do, to evaluate their efficacy, to protect spaces they
believe are important, to propose ideas to improve spaces they
think are deficient and create spaces for people who are underserved by existing provision.
If doing all of this before you’ve left school isn’t thinking big, I don’t know what is!”
~Louise King, architect and facilitator of 13-14 workshops.

Programme overview
Participants
Workshop for 13-14 year olds
Twenty-eight students in year 9 from Sir John Cass and
Red Coat Church of England School, Tower Hamlets
who were completing their Duke of Edinburgh signed-up to participate in eight workshops
on a Wednesday after-school, which was facilitated by Louise King, a Part 2 Architectural
Assistant at Applied Studio.

Workshop for 7-11 year olds
Nineteen children signed-up to participate in 6 of workshops on Sundays for a
two hour drop-in workshop, facilitated by artist Harriet Hill and Open City
Learning Coordinator Natascha Von Uexkull.

Workshops
To encourage children and young people to take part in the Think Big
workshops we held a taster session for those aged 5-18 to get an idea of what
would be involved in the project with a series of dynamic and active activities:
large scale cardboard construction, drawing, geometric architectural design,
building blocks and drawing with coloured tape.

13 to 14 year olds
Outline of workshops:
•
•

Workshop 1 – Introduction to project – what is architecture?:
The young people used cardboard boxes to decorate and create
models of a structure of their choice.
Workshop 2 – Exploring City Design – Collaging: Looking at
architectural images and photographs of prominent
London estates including Barbican, Heygate, Brunswick
Centre and Dawson’s Heights. Through collages they
created a mood board of what represented their ideal
estate.

•

Workshop 3 – Exploring City Design – Walking Tour of
Exmouth Estate: The young people explored the key
spaces and architectural styles of the estate and surrounding areas, with particular
focus on materials, building heights and outdoor space to have them start thinking
about what their ideal estate would comprise of, and what they did and did not like
about the current Exmouth Estate. Following the tour they took part in a speed
drawing activity based on what they’d seen on the estate and what they wanted to
see on their own estate.

•

Workshop 4 – Print making with artist Harriet Hill:
Following the speed drawing activity the young
people created prints based on their design ideas for
the estate.

•

•

•

•

Workshop 5 – Presenting ideas through model-making: The
young people were introduced to model making techniques and
developed design ideas through constructing models. An
experimental and playful session designed to have the young
people thinking about jointing and structural design methods as
well as scale, colour, solid and void space.
Workshop 6 - Presenting ideas to the Architects of Exmouth
Estate: Joined by Swan’s appointed architects to learn more
about the current plans for the redevelopment of the Exmouth
Estate, who presented the fundamentals of their role to the
young people and explained the process and stages of the
current design proposal for the estate. This was then followed by a discussion with
the young people about what they considered to be the most important features of
the estate and what elements were lacking. Main points: need for sustainability,
environmental efficiency, health and well-being, age appropriate design,
accessibility, outdoor green space and supervised play space. After this discussion,
the young people created advertising posters for the new estate based on the
discussions with the architects. Most common slogan was for a “green” estate.
Workshop 7 – final ideas through model-making: In the final making session the
young people worked in groups to produce models and architectural drawings of
their proposals for specific built features. At the end of the workshop the young
people were asked to draw their models in plan, section, elevation and perspective
and then describe the designs to the group.
Workshop 8 – Careers talk: For the last workshop the young people listened to a
presentation about careers in the built environment and the different paths they
could take.

Workshop 7-11

•

•

Workshop 1 - What is architecture: The children
were introduced to what architecture actually is
through discussion, storytelling, and a drawing
activity around the local area. The children then
began creating their own buildings, using the
shapes and textures they’d gathered through
observation and rubbings.
Workshop 2& 3 – Introduction to design brief: The children were introduced to the
idea of creating their own design brief for the estate. The children thought more

•

•

closely about what kind of features a good building might have and the children
began to transform their 2D buildings into 3D models.
Workshop 4 – Developing ideas through drawing, collage and printing: The next step
involved designing a dream building, considering function, scale, shapes, materials,
and character.

Workshop 5 & 6 – Town Planning through model making: The initial drawings were
converted into styrofoam tiles and used to make multiple prints on a huge banner,
creating an imaginary skyline. This dream city was then recreated in 3D form, giving
the children the opportunity to organise the models they’d made previously into a
bustling city.

Creative Trip to the Barbican
On a cold, sunny Sunday in January participants took a trip
to the Barbican Estate, for most their first time, to learn
about the multi-use estate and record their observations
through completing a log book and then working on a joint
art piece to create their own version of the Barbican. The
aim of the creative trip was to look at the design of the
Barbican and how the estate is used by both residents and

visitors, and to make comparisons with their estate. The tour led them around the Lake, the
Sculpture Court and the Conservatory, looking at the different materials that were used –
mainly concrete. They were asked if they would like to live at the Barbican, and most
seemed to like it although not the lack of colour. Following the tour the children and young
people completed a collective drawing of their vision of how they would design the
Barbican, which included a lot more colour.

Celebration Event
The project culminated in an exhibition of the work that had been carried out during the
project, inviting the participants and their family and friends along with representatives
from Swan Housing, Newark Youth London and Open City. All participants received a
certificate and medal for completing the project.

Outcomes: what did we achieve?
The aims of the project were:
•
•
•
•

Creating and delivering workshops, forums and tours that raise aspiration and
positive activity amongst young residents
Encouraging young people to shape their own neighbourhoods
Encouraging young people to join estate steering groups
Offering work placements at architecture firms for participating 16 to 18-year olds.

Participants
• Forty-nine participants signed up to take part in the project, twenty-eight 13-14 year
olds and nineteen 7-11 year olds.
• Throughout the course of the project, between 22-25 young people attended each
workshop. The main reason that they took part was for their Duke of Edinburgh
award that they were completing.
• For the younger group which ran on a Sunday as a drop-in session, between 6 to 12
children participated on a regular basis. The main reason that they participated in
the project was for something to do in the local area.
• The aim of the project was to involve local residents in the redevelopment of
Exmouth Estate. From both groups there were 5 participants that lived on the
estate. This is partly due to working with the local school and therefore the pupils
came from a larger area, and Newark Youth London support the Tower Hamlets
community. Although the majority of participants were not from Exmouth Estate,
the ideas that they developed when thinking about their ideal estate are still
applicable in general to ideas for the future design of the estate.
Outputs: Workshops, tours, and model-making
• Through the course of the project, the 7-11 year olds participated in 6 workshops
and the 13-14 year olds in 8 workshops, and all participants were invited on a
creative trip to the Barbican Estate.
• Architectural concepts were discussed with the children and young people,
introducing them to the built environment and having them consider their built
surroundings to then respond to the brief of what they would like on their estate
through creative architectural activities.
Main creative outputs
13-14 year olds:
By the end of the Think Big project the young people had explored
various methods of architectural design and representation (modelling,
drawing, sketching, printing, collaging) through which they were able to
effectively communicate their ideas to professionals and the public.
•
•

Collaging
Print making

•
•
•

Conceptual models to be later refined into designs more directly applicable to the
redeveloped estate.
Advertising posters
Models of built features

7-11 year olds:
• Drawing of their ideal designs
• Print making, creating a banner of an imaginary skyline
• 3D models of their dream city

Encouraging young people to shape their own neighbourhoods
The participants lived on or around the Exmouth Estate, through the workshops the young
people and children developed ideas through creative activities on how they wanted to
shape their ideal estate.
'The children really enjoyed looking closely at the area where they live and thinking about
how they could use their own ideas to make positive changes to the built environment
through questioning what they liked and disliked about it.
They developed a really good grasp of why a range of use of buildings help support a
functioning community.
They particularly enjoyed their 'town planning' session where they placed, interrogated and
reordered the town they built with the models they had designed and made.'
~ Harriet Hill

‘The project encouraged them to explore their built surroundings, the Exmouth Estate in
particular, in new ways by considering how they interact with their environment, which
spaces they like, which spaces they don’t, and those they’d like to be made available.’
~ Louise King
The most significant and most frequently referenced issues were as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

the importance of green space (open areas, planting and green roofs)
the importance of vibrancy (interesting use of colour, texture, pattern and shape)
issues of sustainability (sustainable materials, encouraging cycling/walking/public
transport rather than car ownership)
issues of well-being (safe recreation spaces, benefits of nature and planting/gardening,
effective lighting)
safe way-finding (open spaces/entrances, no concealed walkways/alleys)

Encouraging young people to join estate steering groups and offering work placements at
architecture firms for participating 16 to 18-year olds:
•

•

Two young people who live on Exmouth Estate were identified to join the Steering
Group following discussions with Swan officers.
Recruitment for the older group was through the school and we worked closely with
the Careers Manager at Sir John Cass Redcoat Foundation School, Mohammad
Uddin, who supported the project and the young people. The project fitted in with
the pupils in year 9 group that were completing their Duke of Edinburgh, and were
already partnered with Newark Youth London. Through working with Mohammad a
relationship has developed between Swan Housing and Open City, resulting in
opportunities for future work placements or projects to take place to ensure a
lasting and further reaching legacy.

Evaluation Feedback
13-14 year old group
47% rated the project as good and 26% rated it as excellent
Prior to the project most had some knowledge on architecture and the built environment,
and by the end of the project 43% said that their knowledge had increased.
Comments:
Through meeting architects one student commented that they gained ‘a great insight into
architecture and the process that goes into a new development.’ Another said that their
‘view on architecture has increased and it’s more than just drawing and sketching’.
One student said they had developed ‘communication skills and design ideas’ through
participating in the project.

Other skills the young people said they gained included: printing, model making, collage,
drawing and team work. Many commented that the project had given them confidence in
presenting their ideas.
Highlights of the project:
• Meeting the architects
• Model making
• Print making
• Working in a team
• Creating buildings
7-11 year old group comments:
70% said that the project was excellent, and what they learned was:
• To use their imagination to create something different
• How to put buildings and structures together
What they enjoyed the most was making the 3D models of buildings.
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