
 

 

 

 

Thornton Education Trust – TET Dialogues  

TET’s monthly informal webinars are an online space for professionals to share knowledge, learn 
from others and highlight good practice in engaging children and young people in urban design. 

November 2021:  

‘Climate Communication’ – How to Engage Young People in Sustainable 
Urban Design 

Young people today are coming of age in the climate emergency, and around the world they are 
spearheading action to try to halt the destructive effects of the climate crisis. At the same time, 
Covid-19 has served as a reminder that all buildings and places should be designed in ways that are 
inclusive, healthy, child-friendly and with community wellbeing at heart.  

How can professionals engage children and young people specifically in discussions around 
sustainability in design, building and placemaking, so that as future clients and citizens they can 
demand a greener and more equitable future from the built environment industry – and encourage 
their elders to do so?  

This event featured short presentations from expert speakers, with a chaired panel discussion and 
interactive Q&A. The panellists shared their approach to engaging children and young people in the 
planning, design and delivery of projects, how they have made a difference, and lessons learned. 

Speakers: 

• Hattie Hartman, Sustainability Editor, The Architects’ Journal (Chair) 
• Neil Onions, Founder + CEO, Beyond the Box Consultants 
• Simeon Shtebunaev, Doctoral Researcher, School of Engineering and the Built Environment, 

Birmingham City University 
• Sumita Singha OBE RIBA, Director, Ecologic Architects 

 
For more information, see speakers’ biographies and links at the end of this document.  

 
Key questions for discussion: 

• What are the most effective and engaging ways to work with young people in designing and 
creating environmentally sustainable buildings and spaces?  

• How do we communicate and discuss complex concepts such as net zero and embodied 
carbon with children and young people? 

• How can we best harness many young people’s commitment to and interest in issues of 
social justice, wider environmental concerns and ethics to create more sustainable and 
greener buildings and spaces? 

• How can young people be actively and meaningfully involved in monitoring, evaluation and 
performance to ensure that targets are being met? 
 



 

 

Summary: 

Hattie Hartman introduced the session by celebrating how awareness of, and the discussion around, 
sustainable design has broadened out from a focus on low carbon even just a decade ago, to issues 
and themes such as pollution, retrofit and use of meanwhile sites, among many others. She 
highlighted the way in which these can be starting points for engaging young people early on and in 
getting them involved in one of the biggest challenges: identifying just how ‘green’ a building is.  

Sumita Singha OBE highlighted examples of engagement through her environmental design charity 
Charushila, which has worked with diverse communities around the world, including in the UK, India 
and Venezuela. The focus is on working with communities, organisations and artists to transform 
underused public spaces into those for community benefit, with a central philosophy based on the 
idea of value creation defined as ‘bringing beauty, good and benefit for both the individual and 
others’. Projects have engaged young people in many ways, e.g. working with a food biologist to find 
out about where food comes from and to encourage food growing; creating a wild garden in 
response to children’s request for a ‘wild space’; and recycling plastic into features for a new garden.  

Neil Onions spoke about two recent youth-led projects which focus on co-design to create more 
equitable places. Fundamental to Beyond the Box’s approach is the idea that young people have a 
lot of knowledge and insight and are often better-informed than adults. The People’s Pavilion at 
Here East, London, engaged young people to co-design and programme a temporary pavilion, 
working with emerging architects to explore issues around sustainability, including what it means to 
source locally, to recycle and reuse creatively, and to have a carbon footprint. As a result, for 
example, the roof of the pavilion was made from recycled parachutes, and planters were gifted back 
to the community. The second project was a collaborative piece with architects Feilden Clegg 
Bradley. Beyond the Box employed young Londoners from its network to find out what their peers 
understand and want to know about net zero. They developed key outputs for young people and 
university students, including a podcast series, digital media content shared with schools, a zine and 
social media takeovers.   

Simeon Shtebunaev discussed a work in progress and case study that seek to explore climate and the 
built environment through games and play. With his colleague Claudia Carter, he is working on an 
AHRC-funded research project with 12 young people aged 16–18 in Birmingham, exploring their 
concerns about climate issues and their views on what’s happening in the neighbourhood. It will 
result in the creation of a downloadable game that can potentially be scaled up or applied to other 
areas. The Minu Balkanski Summer School in Bulgaria worked with secondary school students (in 
their own time) to evaluate how resilient their school building was, with teams self-selected by the 
young people to look at topics such as biodiversity, food production and water management.  

The presentations and audience Q&A discussion highlighted some common themes and lessons 
learned, including:  

• Young people around the world share an amazing capacity for ideas, curiosity and 
enthusiasm and this should be harnessed when thinking about sustainable design. They 
often know more about the topic than adults do.  



• Bring young people on the journey and process rather than stipulating what needs to be 
done. They are also best placed to tell us the most effective and impactful ways to reach 
other young people and much further into their communities. 

• Provide young people with a creative challenge, agency, choice and opportunity to 
experiment. 

• Relate the wider global problem to something that is affecting their own life at a personal 
level, especially as some aspects will be easier to understand; BUT don’t oversimplify: 
explain complexity but focus on a manageable element. 

• This is a complex topic – make sure you have expert advice or knowledge to hand if needed, 
especially someone who has implemented the issue in practice (e.g. an architect).  

• Environmental sustainability goes hand in hand with social sustainability, including equitable 
access. Provide people with incentives to take part. Reimbursing people for their time is 
good practice and should be done more widely by the built environment industry. 

• Scaling up of toolkits and project outcomes is possible but is dependent on funding: 
collaborating on applications for funding should be considered.  

Audience Feedback 

Rafe Bertram, Innovation, Sustainability and Architecture, London Borough of Enfield / Meridian 
Water:  Absolutely brilliant everyone. An area that we should do much better in.  

Kristina Arsenievich, Sustainability Executive, Barings & UN SDGs Advocate: Can TET set up a host 
site for case studies, tools and a resource map - a database of excellence for engaging young people 
on sustainable design and climate change?  Also a  'how to' toolkit similar to the social value toolkit 
would be very useful. 

Clare Richards, Founder, FT Works:  Thanks all! Great session. 
Muhammad Achour, Director & Founder of Places of ARcture: Brilliant talks! 

Natalie Gordon, Senior Strategic Planner, Greater London Authority: thanks so much. 



 
What next? 

How do we take this forward this discussion? Capacity building is a key goal of TET. TET encourages 
practitioners to encourage others to join the monthly conversations, to connect people in their own 
networks, to share knowledge and resources, and to contribute their ideas about how they can 
make change happen. TET is a platform to signpost best practice and show the value of architecture 
education initiatives to stakeholders. For more information and to get involved with TET contact: 

info@thorntoneducationtrust.org 

https://www.thorntoneducationtrust.org/tet-dialogues 

Follow us on Twitter: @thorntoneducat1 

Watch recordings of our events on our YouTube channel  
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC4plEpkuENxxx2LDR_5hjHA/featured  



 

 

Speaker biographies and links 

Chair: Hattie Hartman, Sustainability Editor, The Architects’ Journal 
Author and architect Hattie Hartman is sustainability editor at the Architects’ Journal. A longstanding 
champion of sustainable design, Hattie welcomes every opportunity to engage with practitioners in 
the UK and abroad who are leading the way. 
 
Hattie hosts the AJ’s Climate Champions podcast and is a co-author of Energy| People|Buildings 
(2021), as well as the lead essay for the NLA’s Resilient London report (2021). She participates widely 
in industry juries, chairs events and lectures on design for climate emergency. 
 
Trained as an architect and urban planner in America, Hattie has been based in London since 1991. 
After more than a decade in practice in Washington, D.C. and London, she joined the AJ as technical 
editor in 2006, creating the post of sustainability editor two years later.  
 
She is the author of London 2012 Sustainable Design (Wiley, 2012) and edited Invisible Architecture: 
Atelier Ten (Laurence King, 2015). She also guest-edited AD 241 Brazil: Restructuring the Urban 
(Wiley, 2016). 
 
Podcast: architectsjournal.co.uk/podcasts 
Twitter: @HattieHartman 
 
Neil Onions, Founder + CEO, Beyond the Box Consultants 
Neil draws on over 18 years of experience working with communities across the UK to bring a new 
approach to community and youth engagement, one that focuses on long-term measurable impact, 
facilitating conversations and collaborating with communities through co-design.  
 
Neil’s dynamic approach to community and youth engagement uses creativity to empower 
communities to become agents of change, placing young people at the very centre of communities, 
ensuring we build a society that is inclusive of every citizen and every voice.  
 
As Founder of Beyond The Box, Neil designs and delivers Social Value strategies, methodologies and 
projects, connecting to regeneration, redevelopment and placemaking projects. Due to the success 
of many programmes and projects, Neil has designed and delivered, he has been invited to join the 
government and local authority steering groups and advisory boards, to advise on public policy, 
specialising in diversity and inclusion.  
 
Beyond the Box has recently collaborated with architects FCB Studios and worked with young 
‘Content Producers’ who were commissioned to produce a range of multi-media content aimed 
primarily at a youth audience. This explored what Net Zero Carbon is, tackling big questions such as 
‘who do young people feel is to blame?’, and what role they can play in ‘righting the wrongs’ 
(https://www.beyondtheboxconsultants.com/projects/2021/3/30/london-festival-of-architecture-x-
fcbs) 
 
 



Instagram: @beyondtheboxconsultants 
Twitter: @BTB_Consultants  
Facebook: Beyond The Box Consultants  
LinkedIn: Beyond The Box Consultants CIC 
Website: https://www.beyondtheboxconsultants.com/ 
 
Simeon Shtebunaev, Doctoral Researcher, School of Engineering and the Built Environment, 
Birmingham City University 
Simeon is a Senior Lecturer and Doctoral Researcher in Birmingham City University, researching how 
young people engage in the planning of future ‘smart’ cities. His PhD Project entitled: ‘Young 
people’s perceptions and awareness of the planning of the future “smart city”. Engaging, connecting 
and empowering the roles of young citizens.’ The research aims to appraise the perceptions, 
engagement and level of knowledge of young citizens towards ‘smart city’ developments in key 
urban areas in the European context and evaluate how such perceptions hinder or enable cases of 
co-production of urban spaces.  
 
Simeon served as a trustee of the RIBA (2016–2019) and as a Vice-President for Students and 
Associates, co-founding the RIBA Future Architects initiative serving young professionals of the 
institute. Simeon served as Young Planner representative on the RTPI General Assembly and 
International Committee (2018-2019). He co-authored and launched the Youth Manifesto for 
Sustainable Urbanism at the Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting in London.  
 
Simeon and Claudia Carter, a fellow researcher based in the Property, Planning and Policies research 
group at Birmingham City University, recently launched the Built Climate Action Game project which 
works with young people in the Balsall Heath area of Birmingham. The team employs various art and 
design methods to develop a ‘climate action board game’, to engage young people and showcase 
how the built environment sector can make a positive contribution. 
(https://www.bcu.ac.uk/research/our-phds/news-and-events/new-board-game-to-educate-young-
people-in-climate-change) 
 
Twitter: @shtebunaev 
Website: shtebunaev.com 
 
Sumita Singha OBE RIBA, Director, Ecologic Architects 
Sumita is an architect, teacher and writer with awards including the UIA:UNESCO, Women In 
Business and Atkins Inspire. Sumita founded Architects For Change, the Equality forum at RIBA and is 
past Chair of Women In Architecture. Sumita has served on many RIBA committees for over 25 
years, including the Professional Standards panel. She is a nationally elected RIBA Councillor. She is a 
non-executive Director in the NHS. Sumita is a trustee of Architects Benevolent Society, Waltham 
Abbey Royal Gunpowder Mills and Commonwealth Association of Architects; and founding director 
of Charushila, an environmental design charity. She has also taught sustainable design for over 25 
years, is visiting Professor at the Politecnico di Milano, lecturer and external examiner at several 
universities. Sumita is the author of several books on architecture and sustainable design. Sumita 
received an OBE for services to architecture. 
 
Twitter: @Autotelic_Arch 
Instagram: @sumitasingha_riba 
Websites: www.ecologicarchitects.com; www.charushila.org 


