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Around the Corner is a research 
and design project that gets young 
people engaged in the design of 
their local built environment, 
through a series of hands-on 
workshops. These workshops 
utilised bespoke methods that 
forge a link between their tacit 
and embodied knowledge of public 
spaces, specifically in Southwark, 
and a finalised design for new 
public seating in Peckham.

Ostensibly, public spaces are for everyone. However, 
teenagers make up one of the most frequent users 
of public spaces1 - yet are rarely considered in 
the design and planning process. In fact, they are 
actively excluded from the public realm, through 
language, their lack of spending power and the 
criminalisation of their behaviour. This exclusion of 
teenagers from public spaces has a profound e�ect 
on their self-development, reduces their autonomy 
and their mobility, leading to feelings of isolation 
and alienation, a lack of confidence, and increased 
feelings of fear.

Children, including teenagers, are often considered an indicator species for the 
health of cities2, Thus, the importance of this ma�er is not ignored, but to date, 
it has been addressed from a criminological perspective, where reducing youth 
crime is the main goal3. Another approach focuses on the tensions and social 
relations between di�erent users, honing in on the micro-geographies and 
territories that emerge out of these relations4.

ATC addresses the lack of focus 
on the lived experiences of young 
people in the public realm, and 
how that could in�uence the design 
of these spaces in the first place. 
Thus our main research question 
is “How might we involve teenagers 
in the design of public spaces?”. 
Drawing on our understanding of 
“tacit knowledge”5 and “embodied 
knowledge”6, we sought to bridge 
the gap between the lived experience 
of teenagers and the design of the 
spaces they use. We developed 
a series of methods that aim to 
not only provide a link to this 
knowledge, which is di�cult to 
access verbally, but also to translate 
it into a design for a real public 
space. 

ATC achieved this through a 
series of 9 workshops, involving a 
total of 75 participants aged 10-
19. We iteratively developed a set 
of 6 spatial-based methods, that 
together, can be assembled to 
form a cohesive design process. 
We used these methods to run a 
4-week long series of after school 
clubs we ran with local secondary 
school students, during which they 
designed a new set of public seating 

for The Hub, a new UAL building in 
Peckham.

Our findings can be divided into 
two categories. First, those findings 
relating to young people’s lived 
experience of the public realm. 
We discovered that many of our 
participants were averse to spaces 
designed specifically for teenagers, 
which had the e�ect of cordoning 
them o� from the rest of the public 
realm, denying them the spatial 
autonomy they need to develop 
their sense of self.Secondly, the 
methods we developed were not only 
e�ective, but able to be adapted to 
di�erent groups and projects.

The results of this project signify a 
clear place for embodied methods 
of engagement within the urban 
design and planning fields. Rather 
than criminalising their presence, 
working with young people can 
generate exciting public spaces for 
everyone, which clearly re�ect their 
wants and needs. 

Abstract

1. P.Travlou : 2008
2. Enrique Penalosa, Former Mayor of Bogota, 2014 (in Thomas-
Bailey, C. :2014)
3. Collins and Kearns: 2001, Geason and Wilson: 1989
4. Matthews et al :1998
5. Knowledge that cannot be accurately articulate by verbal 
meansv(Polanyi : 1966)
6. knowledge that resides in the body, but also knowledge that is 
gained through the body (Nagatomo : 1992)



But how can we link the two? 

How can our embodied 
experience of public spaces 
impact how we feel and 
engage with others in the 
spaces we use?

>>

Previous Projects include:

Small Worlds, 
Personal Planets

The famous “Shibuya Scramble”, nearly empty. 

During the height of the Covid-19 Pandemic, our mobility was severely restricted. 

It became apparent how vital our spatial autonomy is to our physical health. 

Hello Neighbours

Hello Neighbours explored the 
impact of our shared spaces on 
our social relations.

Small Worlds, Personal 
Planets explored the individual 
relationship between 
the human body and its 
environment. 

Not everyone has the same 
access to public space, and thus 
spatial autonomy. 

Teens are among the most 
neglected of these groups.

Photo credits: Damien Polegato (https://www.flickr.com/photos/woodsbarrack/6889096566)
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The importance of public spaces 
to our communities and our sense 
of identity have, in recent years, 
been made ever more apparent, 
following the unprecedented 
restrictions of the Covid-19 
Pandemic.
 
Yet even before the pandemic, 
young people1 as a group have 
been constrained in their 
ability to access public spaces, 
in part due to their perception 
as “perpetrators of anti-social 
behaviour” (Brown, 2013). 

Public spaces are a place of spatial 
autonomy for teenagers, away from 
parental control, somewhere for them 
to independently engage with the 
world. However, this autonomy has 
been decreasing since the 70s in the 
UK (Hillman, Adams and Whitelegg 
1990; Greenfield et al. 2000). Recent 
government policy re�ects this 
through an increased crackdown 
on anti-social behaviour in public 
places, with fast tracked criminal 
prosecution and increased police 
powers in public spaces (GOV UK, 
2023). 

Within this context, our project works 
with young people to investigate what 
public space is and could be. We give 
young people the tools to design public 
spaces, focusing on methods that 
get teenagers thinking spatially as 
quickly as possible.
The main stage for this is our series 
of co-creation workshops with young 
people, creatively engaging with their 
locale and documenting their lived 
experiences of it. 

 1. For the sake of this project, we understood this as children aged 13-19, or teenagers.



Of course, we’re not the only ones who 

involve communities in the design 

of the built environment through 

workshops.

Around the Corner fills the gap between 

learning through physically making and the 

specific lived experience young people have 

of public spaces.
YesMake 
London

Build Up

C3 Places 
(Lisbon)

Assemble 
London

“Hands-on approach” - 
Learning through making

Learning through making, 
making with the community, 

Using movement and the 
body

The tacit and embodied 
knowledge young people 

have of their built 
environment, their wants 

and needs for public space.

Making with communities

1. Bradbury : 2015

Practical construction 
projects, with young people.

European research project 
into placemaking from the 
perspective of adolescents, 

Around the 
Corner Key Terms:

Tacit knowledge: Tacit knowledge can be defined as 
skills, ideas and experiences that are possessed by 
people but are not codified and may not necessarily 
be easily expressed.

Action Research: A type of applied research de-
signed to the most effective way to bring about 
a desired social change or to solve a practical 
problem, usually in collaboration with those being 
researched1. 

Embodied Knowledge: Knowledge that resides in 
the body, but also knowledge that is gained through 
the body.
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Following the Action Research methodology2, 

we went through the cycle on the left a total 

of 9 times, across 9 workshops.

Following the Action Research methodology, we went through the 

cycle on the left a total of 9 times, across 9 workshops.

Plan: identifying goals for upcoming workshop

Act: trialling methods used to achieve said goals

Observe: Evaluating the e�ectiveness of said methods

Re�ect: Analysing and organising findings, in order to implement in 

the Planning stage of the following workshop.

Throughout each cycle, we built on existing research across various 

disciplines, as seen in the centre of the diagram on the left.



Project  Timeline
2022

2023

October November February

 > Project begins
 > Pilot workshops take place

> Held 1-day workshop 
with Kingston 
Foundation course 
students.

> Consultation workshop with 
Southwark Youth Parliament

> 4 week long after-school 
workshops begin
> Workshop with Spring 
Community Hub

> After-school workshops wrap up 
> Final design review & submission 
to the client

> Fabrication of final 
bench design, completed 
by the end of the month.

March April May



We had already decided that to get 
the participants’ reactions to the 
provocations, we should keep the 

exercises simple and quick.

This meant simple materials too - 
namely, the participants bodies and 

fabric.

The 
Process
begins.

The reasoning behind this was that much of the language 
used in relation to teenagers and the public realm 
carries  negative connotations, like that used in the new 
government policy – “blight”, “stain”(GOV UK, 2023). 
“Loitering” is one such word, however the definition1 is by 
itself, quite innocent. 
Using these two provocations, we asked participants 
to prototype their ideal public spaces, for a specified 
number of people (assigned randomly between 2-30) for a 
specified amount of time (between 3 minutes-3 hours).

This proved particularly useful in understanding the 
lived experiences of young people, and seeing how these 
experiences a�ected their designs. For example, we 
asked students to take photos of “good places to loiter” 
prior to the start of the workshops. They then referred 
back to these, and related them to their experiences 
in public spaces (e.g., the  Southbank Centre) when 
discussing what actually makes a “good place to loiter”.      

Our initial approach was to design 
spaces for teenagers. In order to do 
this, it was necessary to understand 
how teenagers perceive the public 
realm and their role within it. 

We did through a series of one-
o� exploratory workshops that 
culminated in 1:1 scale prototyping to 
create a space that “cultivates public 
life”. This phrase, alongside the verb 
“to loiter/loitering” were our main 
provocations. 

The first workshop we held was 
with MA GCDP students, to test 
the clarity of the provocations.



Workshop 2

Product & Furniture 
Design The second workshop built on 

feedback from the first, namely 
the vocabulary used and the 

order of the activities

It also meant that we could 
test the workshop methods on 
people more in the target age 

range (~19 years old)

Explaining the body movement 
warmups that each workshop 

starts with - it helps people 
loosen up!

The 1:1 scale meant that the 
participants could literally 
walk us through their ideas

This renaissance-like image 
is a result of a prototype, 

representing a concealed public 
hangout - “ hidden in plain 

sight” 



Workshop 3 
Kingston Foundation

We asked participants to take 
photos beforehand of “ good 

places to loiter” 

This was to understand what makes 
them linger in a space - most of the 
spaces were periphery, not far from 

others but slightly separate from 
general public life.

We then asked them in groups to 
formulate “ 3 rules”  for the ideal public 

space ( in their opinion)

This provided really rich insight into 
their experience of public space and 
elicited personal stories about times 

they enjoyed/disliked a particular 

Loiter in a ??? wherever 
this is

Loiter near the docks



Workshop 3 
Kingston Foundation

After the movvement warm ups, we asked 
them to make rapid 1:1 prototypes only 

using frabric and their bodies

In this workshop, we 
also had a group of “ 

planners” to co-ordinate 
the final space across all 

groups. While this had 
potential, ultimately it 
only added confusion, 

so we didn’t utilise this 
activity again.

After the fabric 
prototypes, we asked 

them to create a space 
for “ X amount of people, 
for X amount of time” .

They then built more 
focused prototypes 

using dowels and other 
materials.

Placing this after the Provocation and 
discussion allowed them more time to think 

about the task, and elicited more varied 
ideas from previous workshops.

From sketch

To model to 1:1 scale Prototype!
This group was tasked to create a space for 

5 people for 5 minutes.



All groups ended by installing their 
prototypes in the car park outside, and 

presenting them to each other.



We found that our assumption that designing with 
teenagers would result in more public spaces for 
teenagers was ringing false. The teenagers in the Kingston 
workshop were much more inclined to design for the 
public, and when discussing their ideal public spaces, 
showed significant aversion to spaces that were presented 
as being specifically for teenagers.

This meant that we were presented 
with a problem – how do we design 
spaces specifically for teenagers if 
teenagers avoided spaces presented 
as such? From the photographic 
responses, there was a strong 
preference for informal spaces, places 
not necessarily built for spending time 
in. It is here that the power hierarchy 
embedded in the act of “loitering” 
becomes even clearer. On the one 
hand, by describing someone as 
“loitering”, you claim the right to the 
space, while proclaiming the other 
doesn’t have that same right. On the 
other hand, being where you are not 
supposed to also serves as a form 
of empowerment for young people, 
allowing them to distance themselves 
from the world of adults and “create 
their own ‘micro-geographies’ to 
regain spatial control”.(Ma�hews et 
al, 1998).

This prompted us to shift from “space 
for teenagers” to “space by teenagers”, 
giving full ownership of the design 
of a public space to a group of young 
people themselves After some initial 
consultation with Southwark Youth 
Parliament, we achieved this through 
a series of 4 weekly co-creation 
workshops. These workshops guided 
teenagers from schools in the local 
area through an iterative design 
process. This culminated in a design 
for movable, modular seating for the 
front courtyard of The Hub at Eagle 
Wharf, a UAL building set to open in 
September 2023.  

Workshop 4

Southwark Youth 
Parliament

We asked them to highlight places they like to spend 
time on the map, so that we could visit. Framing it as a 
recommendation meant they told us stories about why 

they would/wouldn’t recommend these places.

On a field trip to the 
park “that only had 
peacocks to sit on”

We took camping 
stools to scope out any 

areas where seating 
might be needed

Walking in their footsteps and 
noticing the seating helped us 
understand their perspectives 



Workshop 5
W1: Site exploration & 

Collage

Our methodology for this second set of workshops echoes 
some of the first, particularly the 1:1 scale prototyping, 
however we found that enforcing this from the start 
can place barriers on their imagination and vision 
for the site. Instead we started by thinking spatially, 
but on di�erent scales. In the first workshop, we used 
diagrammatic collage, inspired by “diagrammatic 
sketching”(Giseke et al:2020) .

On top of a to-scale outline of the 
site layout, participants collaged 
shapes to represent their ideas for 
the space. In the second workshop, 
we transferred these ideas into small 
conceptual models. This allowed for 
a much more detailed analysis of the 
site and the ideas as we could explore 
these at an easily modifiable scale. We 
then increased the scale to 1:1, using 
a life-size model of the pillar on site 
to build around. The final workshop 
focuses on creating a working 
model to bring the design closer to 
reality.  Throughout this process, 
we produced a set of 6 methods 
that could be rearranged to form a 
cohesive design process – taking them 
from site exploration all the way to 
load-bearing prototypes.

The courtyard of The Hub 
at Eagle Wharf

Site-based movement 
exercises

Adjectives of their 
“ideal public spaces”

Collage galore

Design around the pillar

In collaboration with The Remakery, Brixton

Some participants started 
to make a whole suite of 

seating for the site!



We got the opportunity to run a workshop with a 
slightly younger age group. This was the perfect 
opportunity to test how smooth the transition 
from 2D (Collage) to 3D (small-scale models) 
was, and how intuitive the materials were to 

build with.

We found that printing out different images of 
seating helped to guide the participants, who 

might otherwise be daunted at having to make 
something straight away. This participant was 

inspired by one of these images - a folding, 
lightweight stool.

Some of the models made 
in the 2 hour session

We ended the session with 
a show and tell from eeach 

participant

Having the scale models of 
the site helped participants 
envision their models in situ

There was still a tendency to think 
practically, but through facilitation, 
we encouraged getting ideas out of 

heads, before thining about whether 
they’re feasible or not

Some participants started 
to make a whole suite of 

seating for the site!

Workshop 6
Spring Community Hub

Workshop 7
W2: Conceptual Models



Workshop 8:
W3: 1:1 Spatial 

Prototyping

This is where things started to 
get exciting - we split them into 2 
groups and gave them some time 

to discuss and consolidate a single 
design per group! We also

 re-emphasised the constraints of 
the brief - that it jmust be modular 

and movable.

They would then have to begin 
making 1:1 prototypes of these 

designs. There were a few clashes of 
ideas, but the participants were able 
to work through this with little input 

from us. Mainly the constraints 
meant that their options were 

limited and NOW they had to think 
practically.

Under watchful eye of the 
facilitators, we allowed them to 

use more tools to create what they 
envisioned. 

Of course, just because they 
envisioned it doesn’t mean that it 
worked. Through prototyping, the 

participants quickly realised what 
didn’t work, grabbing more chalk, 
cardboard and duct tape to make 

some quick alterations. 

Now that’s a design process!

The prototypes they made on 
this day were then stored away, 

alongside all the sketches, ready 
for the next week where they 

would translate these cardboard 
models into load-bearing, wooden 

prototypes



Workshop 9:
W4: Load bearing 

Prototypes

Time to build!

Victor and Ahimsa talking 
through some sketches on a 

piece of wood.

Tiffany learnt how to use a drill and was 
thrilled. By the end of the session, she 

could use it without asssistance

Since the aim was to make it load bearing, 
giving it enough support was key, as the 

participants are learning here.

The final two prototypes:
On the far side of the makeshift “pillar” is 
a two tier seating/standing desk combo, 

ready for work or play. 

The final two prototypes:
On the near side, is a curved “fidget 

spinner” shaped seat, with enough space 
for two - to sit together, or face away from 

Callum, a facilitator, with 
the finished top of one of the 

prototypes



Outcome 1: 
The Bench (Final design)

We then used SketchUp and Shapr 3D to 
create the finalised design and schematics.

Following discussion with facilitators, we 
decided that the design would need to be 
modified, as the designs on the left, while 

they fulfill the brief, ended up looking quite 
phallic. 

On the left are the plans for the final 
design. It consists of a pill-shaped unit, 
that divides across a diagonal into two 

different seats which are movable and can 
be positioned around the pillar. 

The diagonal cut allows for the seats to 
angle towards each other slightly, fulfilling 

the desire of the participants to create a 
space that can facilitate conversation.

The “squircle” shaped table is lightweight 
and can be used as an additional seat, 

providing even more possibilities for the 
site.

The polished render in situ

Locks into a singular unit

The unit faces out onto the park



Outcome 
2:

Methods
Pack

Following the workshops, Victor and I have created the 
final technical design and plan to build the final design 
alongside skilled woodworkers so that we can present at 
the opening of the Hub. 

While the physical outcome of this project is the finished 
seating unit, the main outcome is the methodology we 
have developed out of the process of designing with 
teenagers. In particular, we found that by adapting 
the co-design process to a spatial context and using 
interdisciplinary research and workshop methods, 
we can encourage and prompt young people to think 
spatially about design from the start, and thus, 
meaningfully engage them in the spatial design process. 

We were also pleased to hear the personal impact the 
process had on the participants, with one feedback being 
“it helped me feel confident to socialise with others”. 
This is also a very meaningful outcome of the project 
as it helped create a sense of community amongst the 
participants themselves.

“Victor, Sanaa and Team listened to our requirements closely 

and ensured they had a proper understanding of the space and 

its limitations.

The proposed seating design is hugely impressive, a space that 

encourages collaboration and conversation and meets our 

sustainability and social purpose agenda.”
Hub Manager
The Hub, UAL















Research Findings

One of the things we set out to 

achieve was to nurture the interest of 

young people in design and the built 

environment.

We gathered feedback from each 

individual workshop and thematically 

analysed them to illustrate some key 

themes:

“I enjoyed making a more 
substantial prototype and 

seeing everyone’s ideas come 
together”

“I learned 
how to fend 
for myself 
without a 
buddy and 
how to use a 
drill”

“My favourite part of 
the process was making 
structures with our 
bodies, because it was 
new and di�erent”

“I’ve learned how 
to think more 
dynamically and fuse 
my ideas together with  
others”



We also gained real insight into the 

lived experience of young people in 

public space. 

The responses to the  provocations we 

gathered as a part of the workshops 

became interesting to consider in light 

of existing public spaces.

In the 4-week after school club, they 

directly led to the creation of a design 

that fulfilled their desires for the site.

^^Though they are specific to the 

provocation - “What makes a good place to 

loiter?”, we saw these sentiments echoed in 

other workshops. 

The “Rules for Public Space” activity we ran with Kingston 

Foundation could be summarised in the 5 “rules” below. 

Each of the rules they wrote then became a measure for the 

success of their prototype.

Spaces must 
have an 

a�ractive 
atmosphere

Spaces 
must have 
areas that 

conceal, and  
areas that 

reveal

Spaces must 
support 

the body in 
some way.

Spaces must 
have many 

possibilities
Spaces must 

be lively

Multiple 
possibilities 

& uses for 
the space

For example, the 
students who took part 
in the 4 week workshop 
also emphasised that 
the space should be 
flexible for different 

needs and uses.



We also conducted a thematic analysis on our observations 

from the workshops. This allowed us to understand which 

aspect of the workshops worked well, and what needed 

further development before the next iteration.

Through this, we identified that the methods were 

successfully ge�ing the participants involved in the design 

process, so much so that the last two workshops we ran 

were mostly participant-led, with facilitators providing 

practical making support.

This summarises the main 
themes of the pain points of 

the workshops.

The repeating theme is 
“Structure” , particularly 

relating to timings and making 
sure they had enough time to  

explore their ideas.

Reflections written immediately after the final 
workshop:

“I think they really led the process, their ideas 
meant we had to develop each workshop as we go, 

reacting to them so it was heavily involved, and 
also produced novel ideas for seating that fulfilled 
the brief too. There are minor changes to make but 

I think this approach was successful in gaining 
meaningful engagement from teenagers



Next steps include sharing the methods with 
practitioners and community engagement 

officers at Southwark Council. We have already 
built a relationship with Southwark Youth 

Parliament, so this is something to present at 
their next monthly meeting

Having tested our methods across a broad age range, they 
could be used at di�erent scales and with di�erent target 
communities. 
In a solution ecosystem, we find these methods align 
well with the recent need for “co-production” in the built 
environment sector (Future of London, 2023).

 Alongside textual based methods on consultation, 
embodied methods of consultation and engagement 
not only involve the local community in the design 
process, but they give them back ownership of the built 
environment.

Tacit 
Knowledge

Embodied 
Knowledge

Around the 
Corner

Current Methods of Consultation*
Focus Groups SurveysDrawing Q&A

Another potential home for these methods are with 
existing practitioners in the Built Environment. 

In particular, these methods lend themselves well 
to community engagement, which is key in the 

transition to more socially aware cities. In this way, 
the UK Green Building Council may be an interesting 

network to share our ideas.

* As laid out in the Southwark 2030 Listening Toolkit and LGA’s Guide for Consulting Residents
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