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Abstract
Children face many challenges in urban life today, including diminished contact with nature and 

reduced independent mobility. These indicators point to an erosion of rights. However, children have 

the political right and intellectual capability to participate in all aspects of urban life. As adults realise 

the seriousness of this phenomenon, more projects are trying to make changes to promote children's 

rights. Lookout is one such project based on performance art that provided equal communication 

opportunities for children and adults.

The purpose of this research is to utilise a child and adult participation project called ‘Lookout’, 

performed in Auckland, as an alternative process of participation in design. The methodology applied 

is research by design, taking qualitative data collected from the Lookout project and applying it in the 

design of a suburban park, in Mt Roskill (Puketapapa), Auckland.  This area is currently undergoing 

housing intensification due to a need to replace aged housing stock coupled with an acute housing 

shortage in Auckland that is being addressed via the Auckland Plan 2050.  This makes quality green 

space provision an even more important goal as the city grows and loses precious outdoor space for 

exploration and free play (eg backyards).  

The design outcomes validate the importance of the Lookout project as a unique, egalitarian 

encounter between children and adults, with both parties contributing their ideas and aspirations for 

future Auckland in an environment of equality and openness. For the children, this was helped by 



the ‘mask’ of performance. There are limitations to its use as a participatory or consultation method 

– especially the time taken to workshop the ideas with the children beforehand. It may, however, be 

possible to develop an abridged form of this that still provides children with the tools to communicate 

equally with adults. Of particular value was the broad perspective it encouraged in the participants 

so that the ideas generated were applicable to a suburban site, while the Lookout project was 

performed in the CBD. 
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Auckland is the largest and fastest-growing city in New Zealand (Carroll & Witten, 2017). To accommodate 

the growth of its population, Auckland is committed to developing a more compact city, which affects 

children's daily lives. Currently, there are 500,000 children in Auckland, and the reactive population of 

children will increase by 100,000 in 2040 (Auckland Design Manual, n.d.).Cities are getting bigger, denser 

and less natural (Kahn, Weiss, & Thea Weiss, 2017). Great numbers of buildings reduces green space, 

leading to a decrease in children's contact with nature, which affects the physical and psychological 

health of children (Shaw, Bicket, Elliott, Fagan-Watson, Micca, & Hllman, 2015). Instead, they spend more 

time in urban space, which affects their independent mobility. Coupled with this, children’s independent 

mobility has decreased due to parents' fear of traffic and stranger danger. As a result children’s lives are 

more structured and more of parents’ and caregivers’ supervision.  Children gradually lose their rights 

in the city. However, the commitment of the Auckland Plan is to put children and youth first (Auckland 

Council, 2017). Children's rights in urban planning are not well reflected.

Children have the right and capability of participating in urban activities. The United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) guarantees the rights of children, and the idea of a child-friendly 

city is also gaining acceptance. Adults are increasingly aware of the role of children as residents in the 

present and future city. In the early 1990s, children and children's rights became increasingly evident in 

the urban  planning agenda, particularly intergovernmental discussions on how to meet children's needs 

1. Introduction
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in a rapidly urbanising world (Malone, 2017). However, the rights that belong to children themselves 

cannot be used by them. This series of problems and phenomena has aroused more attention. As adults 

are increasingly aware of these problems of childhood, ideas and projects are emerging that may provide 

new ways of working towards improving city environments for children. 

Lookout is one such unique performance art project that children participate in. It improves people's 

understanding of the city through mutual dialogue between children and adults. It also changes adults' 

knowledge of children. It is a project that allows children to reflect on urban issues conversationally. This 

research project is based on the Lookout project in Auckland as an alternative participatory process where 

children participate in the design. 

This paper studies a project based in Auckland where children participate and apply the research 

results to the design project to create better green space for children. Firstly, background reading and 

literature are investigated at an early stage, to learn about the problems and challenges children face in 

today's society, and some case studies of projects in which people are trying to address the problems 

are collected. The data from the 'Lookout' project at Newton Central School is collected and analysed. 

Through the analysis and summary of the data, the corresponding site that inspired my design concept to 

carry out this design project has been selected.  Finally, the process is evaluated. This research hopes, 



3

through a children’s participatory project ('Lookout'), to enable children and adults to consider and imagine 

the past and future of city.  Findings from this project can then be used to design inclusive public green 

space for all ages based on considering children’s and adults' experiences and views, and encourage 

greater ownership and security that could lead to increased independent mobility for children in this 

neighbourhood.
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2. Research Question

2.1 Aim and objectives

How can an alternative participatory process be applied in the design of green spaces for children in 

Auckland, as it densifies?

Aim:
To use findings from the ‘Lookout’ project to design community- focused public open space that 

incorporates a deep process of listening and sharing.

Objectives:
To take findings from a performance art-based project (‘Lookout’) involving children and adults considering 

the future and past of their city and incorporate them in a design process to: 

● create inclusive public green space that represents these children’s and adults’ experiences and views 

● provide increased nature experiences for children, especially as Auckland city densifies and loses 

private green spaces afforded by large sections.

● encourage greater ownership and, therefore, security that could lead to increased independent mobility 

for children in this neighborhood.
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3. Theoretical Background

This chapter introduces the current situation of children in today's society as the theoretical background, 

which firstly introducing children's connection with the natural environment. Secondly, present affordance 

theory provides a theoretical basis for designing things in the natural environment that can be used 

flexibly by children. After that, the situation about independent mobility of children is introduced, analysis 

of the relationship between the natural environment and independent mobility, then the right and capability 

of children is described, to explain why they can be involved in the design. After that the child-friendly city 

is introduced, including its definition, and the application of this concept in Auckland. Finally, the chapter 

introduces the proactive approach which is one method through which children can participate in the 

design project, and which serves as a reference for my design approach.
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3.1 Children’s connection with nature environment 

It is well known that nature plays a vital role in people's daily life. Connecting with nature is essential to the 

health and well-being of city dwellers (Claire Freeman, Yolanda van Heezik, Kathryn Hand, & Aviva Stein, 

2015). Some researchers offer a broader set of observations and advice, one of which is that if children 

want to thrive, they must have the physical freedom to explore the world outside the family (Shaw et al., 

2015). From our ancestors, every generation can learn something from nature that cannot be learned in 

the classroom or school. Nature can stimulate children's imagination and creativity (Louv, 2013). Nature is 

the best teacher for children. In nature, children find freedom, fantasy and privacy: a place away from the 

adult world, an independent peace (Louv, 2013).

Nevertheless, the reality is quite different, and children have diminishing contact with nature. Childhood in 

the city has undergone a transition from being child-centred to highly over-controlled by adults (Francis & 

Lorenzo, 2006). Parents, teachers, and even the media are teaching children to avoid direct experiences 

in nature in different ways (Louv, 2013). For example, parents and teachers tell children that there 

are horrible things in the forest, and the media promotes strange events that happen in nature.  This 

phenomenon causes children to spend less time outdoors. Instead, they spend more time indoors, and 

this has implications for how design and planning can improve the lives of children and young people 

(Francis & Lorenzo, 2006).
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With the development of urbanisation, more nature that is being occupied by the human is becoming 

squares and buildings. In urban environments, children are losing touch with nature (Louv, 2013). 

Our institutions, urban/suburban design, and cultural attitudes all unconsciously associate nature with 

adversity, while separating the outdoors from joy and solitude (Souter-Brown, 2018). This has an impact 

on the independent mobility of children.
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3.2 Affordance theory

For the phenomenon of reduced exposure of children to the natural environment, how to use the existing 

environment to serve children better become more important. Harry Heft (1988) suggests a practical 

method for describing the psychological resources of children's outdoor environments. It is a flexible, 

multi-purpose design theory for play outdoors. He thought this approach might be particularly valuable in 

studying the relationship between children and the environment.

This approach is based on the affordance theory put forward by James Jerome Gibson, an American 

psychologist. According to his theory, the perception of the environment leads to some behaviour that 

people can perceive directly without any sensory processing. For example, when people see a button, 

they know to push it or know to turn a knob when they see one.

The most important aspect of this approach is not what the environment is, but how functional is it. The 

affordance of the environment is an essential functional attribute related to individuals (Heft, 1988). 

According to Heft, the environmental characteristic can be used to describe the functional, and it refers to 

the environmental characteristic that allows some people to engage in any activity. Different environments 

have different effects on the behaviour of adults and children. Some environments will subconsciously 

bring adults a feeling of insecurity, believing that this is an unsafe place, which directly affects the 

independent mobility of children.
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Consistent with the affordance, it is helpful to understand the relationship attribute and development 

dimension of the environment when designing a space. Environmental design is assisted by a descriptive  

framework that focuses on the functional features of environmental characteristics, relevant to the  

intended users of the environmental characteristics. The purpose of this approach is to propose a new 

way to think about the child's environment. It is perhaps to promote the design of the environment 

for children to some extent, and make people realise afresh the primacy of environmental function 

characteristics (Heft, 1988).
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3.3 Children’s independent mobility

In "developed" cities, children are disappearing from the urban stage. They rarely use public space, 

or they are under the watchful eye of adults, caregivers and authority figures when they do (Francis & 

Lorenzo, 2006). The definition of children's independent mobility means children can move freely in their 

community or public space without adult supervision (Mitra, Faulkner, Buliung, & Stone, 2014). According 

to a report about children's independent mobility in 2015 (Shaw et al., 2015), the independent mobility 

of children varies significantly among the 16 countries surveyed. Almost all countries impose significant 

restrictions on the independent mobility of children. The low level of children's independent mobility is a 

common phenomenon.  Of all the participants in the study (ages 7 to 15), adults have the most substantial 

restrictions on children under age 11, but even older children are limited in what they are allowed to do, at 

an age when many are close to being granted adult rights. 

Loss of independent mobility makes a significant impact on children's welfare, health and personal 

development, which includes losing considerable autonomy, and stops children getting outside their 

homes to access a secure environment. The result leads to a decline in their quality of life and also 

leads to obesity and other health problems, moreover, because of the lack of independent action 

experience, children lack practice and social skills (Shaw et al., 2015). Many factors are contributing to 

this phenomenon: but parents' lack of "environmental trust" is the main reason (Fotel and Thomsen, 2004; 

Johansson, 2006;). The role of parents is an essential theoretical basis for this research project. Parents 
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are children's gatekeepers of independent mobility, standing between a mediating role in any attempted 

policy between environmental changes and children's mobility behaviour (Witten et al., 2013). 

The change and development of the external environment makes parents have an impact on trusting it. 

Many children today have to stay at home alone, crammed with information, dependent on television, and 

age-segregated (Francis & Lorenzo, 2006). New Zealand's urban planning has been car-centric since 

the 1960s, resulting in low-density suburbanisation, inadequate public transport networks and increased 

distance between families and everyday life destinations (Witten, Abrahamse & Stuart, 2011). This means 

that people use private cars more when they travel, and more cars mean more safety risks on the roads. 

The most important thing that parents are concerned about for the independent mobility of children is 

traffic (Shaw et al., 2015). The trend is even for parents to drive their children to relatively nearby places 

(Witten et al., 2013).

Also, the independent mobility of children is associated with age, gender, family language and parental 

travel attitudes (Mitra, Faulkner, Buliung & Stone, 2014). It has been argued that improvements in 

community building and the social environment, particularly those that might alleviate parents' concerns 

about child safety, could provide opportunities to increase children's independent mobility (CIM) (Mitra et 

al., 2014). Parks or green spaces near homes may increase opportunities for creative play and social 
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interaction, and improve parents' perceptions of children's independent mobility-related abilities (Mitra 

et al., 2014). Current research on children’s independent mobility focuses on the impact of parents and 

the external environment on children. If we want to improve independent mobility for children, maybe 

we should start with the children themselves. Few research areas focus on children themselves, or 

children's thoughts and opinions on this phenomenon. The challenges of halting the generational decline 

in children's independent outdoor play and active travel are complex and require continued efforts to 

overcome complexity and intervene at individual, community and institutional levels (Witten et al., 2013). 
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3.4 Children’s capability and rights

Children have their own opinions about open space, and adults should invite children to participate in 

designing (Wake, 2007). They have a clear vision of the world they want (UN, n.d.). In any case, adults 

reflect on their children's lives, and there is an inevitable bias in trying to objectively represent their "best 

interests" (Matthews, 2003). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) clearly 

defines that every child has the right to express their thoughts, views, feelings, and wishes on all things 

that influence them, and have their opinions considered and taken seriously (UNICEF, 1989). 

Two theoretical models about the children’s participation project, Roger Hart's ladder model and David 

Driskell's approach, offer different ways for children to participate in the design. Both theoretical models 

show that shared decision-making is a better way for children to participate in design projects.  
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Figure 1. The Ladder of Participation. (Hart, 1997).

In the model of Roger Hart, eight different ways 

are divided into two parts. The first part is non-

participation; it means children are not involved 

in the program. The second part is degrees of 

participation; the different heights of the ladder 

mean that the children are more or less involved in 

the decision-making. The highest level is children-

initiated, shared decision-making with adults.



15

In David Driskell's model of young people’s participation, there are eight options for participation and 

non-participation. They are distributed in a chart and the framework of two dimensions is constructed. 

The vertical is the power to make decisions and effect change, and the horizontal is the interaction and 

collaboration with the community. Driskell (2002) argues that if young people are seen as equal and 

valuable partners through joint decision-making, they can gain influence on more significant issues and 

maximise their ability to make decisions and influence change.   

Figure 2. The Dimensions of Young People’s Participation. (Driskell, 2002).



16

While children participate in some programs, most are on campus and have limitations (Green, 2014). 

Chawla and Cushing (2007) point out that children also need opportunities to make collaborative 

decisions in their daily lives, starting early in childhood, at home, school, day-care, extracurricular 

activities, youth clubs, and organisations. These opportunities enable young people to control other 

aspects of their environment and lives – another core principle of democracy. So, the most important thing 

now is for adults to be right about their role to children, and we need adults to be good at listening to and 

observing children in order to understand better how to respond. 
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3.5 Child-friendly city

Under the framework of the convention, many countries, child advocates and sensitive political leaders 

have sensitively used this institutional base and many different approaches to promote "Child-friendly 

cities" (CFC) and child participation in their formulation (Francis & Lorenzo, 2006). In order to reduce the 

impact of urban development on children, the concept of the child-friendly city has been widely used and 

gradually accepted (Malone, 2017). According to UNICEF (1996), "child-friendly cities" (CFC) are a city, 

town, community or any local governance system committed to improving the lives of children within its 

jurisdiction by implementing the rights of the child as set out in the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child. It is an integral part of a city's public policies, programs, and decisions about the voices, needs, 

priorities, and rights of children. These include the ability for children to express their views to influence 

decisions about things that affect them: participation in family, cultural, urban/community and social life; 

living in a safe, clean environment and using green space. The process of building a child-friendly city 

includes the following nine elements for the promotion of children's rights: 1. Participation in decision-

making; 2. A child-friendly legal framework; 3. Citywide children's rights strategy; 4. Child rights’ unit or 

coordinating mechanism; 5. Child impact assessment and evaluation; 6. A budget for children; 7. Regular 

reports on the situation of children in the city; 8. Advocacy for children's rights; 9. Independent advocacy 

for children.
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Studies have shown that children who have the opportunity to integrate into city life form relationships 

with their surroundings, which will increase their interest in and concern for the community (Mårtensson 

& Nordström, 2017). Another study shows that children and young people can begin to play an essential 

role in addressing the challenges of urbanisation and sustainability (Malone, 2017). Children are eager to 

get close to nature. When children are incorporated into urban planning and design, they spontaneously 

integrate nature into their work (Derr, Chawla, & Vliet, 2017). However, the concept of the child-friendly 

city has not been applied well in many design projects. They rarely start with children and young people 

themselves (Francis & Lorenzo, 2006). It has been argued that the reality of child-friendly open space 

is different from what adults think, and children prefer to claim their own spaces and determine their 

activities within these rather than conform to adult-designed sites of play (e.g., playgrounds) (Thomson 

& Philo, 2004). Some are designed for children but facilities are not suitable and they do not like them. 

According to the research, "child-friendly" often becomes the slogan of marketing, instead of allowing 

children and young people to truly participate in the planning and design process (Corkery, 2017). 

Children's voices are rarely heard, and their views are still considered rather than implemented (Freeman 

& Tranter, 2012). Adults should change their attitudes towards children (Francis & Lorenzo, 2006).
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Starting from 2006, the child-friendly city 

initiative was actively carried out in New 

Zealand. In Auckland, the council proposed 'I 

AM AUCKLAND', an Auckland-wide strategic 

action plan for children and young people. 

It aims to 'put children and young people 

first'. There are seven critical goals in this 

plan which involve voice, belonging, health 

and wellbeing, a fair go, connectedness, 

opportunity and whakapuawai. They set out 

from different aspects to achieve the goals 

of the council. The council has held several 

programs to achieve these goals since 2013.  

For example, 'Auckland is My Playground' is 

a program that aims to reduce obstacles and 

challenges and better help children and young 

people participate in formal or informal sports 

projects and recreational activities.

Figure 3. ‘I am Auckland’ goals and action area. (Auckland Council, 2017).
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3.6 Proactive approach 

The proactive approach is a method proposed by Francis and Lorenzo (2006). Forty years ago, they 

conducted a historical and critical review of children's participation in urban planning and design. They 

suggest that participatory efforts with children can be viewed via at least seven distinct approaches (See 

Table 1). One of the approaches is to be proactive, and it seems like the most integrative and effective 

way to involve children and youth in design and planning. This method not only creates spaces that meet 

the needs of children, but also the needs of adults. It is a process of reactivating childhood.

According to the description by Francis and Lorenzo (2006), the proactive process is a fundamentally 

different approach to children's participation. It mainly depends on multiple viewpoints and multiple 

participants. It is usually an inclusive process involving children, adults, planners, designers and decision-

makers. This process also relies on how actively all participants listen and learn. It also depends on 

a variety of social science approaches such as environmental autobiographies, as a way for adults to 

rediscover their childhood experiences and share them with their children. Changing the attitudes of 

adults and re-emphasising the value of opportunities and experiences for children to enter cities is where 

proactive approaches come in. They can also be included in the design process using interactive and 

digital media and the Internet as a tool (see Table 1).
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However, this approach is not 

suitable for all of the design 

project, and it requires designers 

and planners with specialised 

training and skills. This approach 

notes that both children and 

adults should participate in the 

plan and design and, especially 

for adults, it is a way to recall 

their childhood memories and 

better help them to understand 

chi ldren’s  ideas.  Also,  the 

designer plays a vital role in 

balancing design ideas from 

both children and adults.
(Source: Francis & Lorenzo, 2002)

Table 1. Dimensions of Proactive Process with Children.
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4. Case studies

Gulliver’s Mapping is a design method whereby designers provide large-scale maps so participants can 

add photographs and their ideas and comments about the design site.

There is a participation method as a case study in my design research. 

4.1 Gulliver’s Mapping

The first case study is Chelsea Street 

Park Playground in Sydney. Fiona 

Robbe (2012), a landscape architect, 

used this method when consulting with 

children to create a better environment 

fo r  them.  Th is  p ro jec t  i s  a  new 

playground in a dense urban area in 

the inner city.

Figure 4. Use Gulliver’s Mapping. (Robbe, 2012).
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The second is Freyberg Square in Auckland, named in honour of Lord Freyberg (1889-1963) who served 

as Commander of Second NZEF between 1939-1945 (Carroll & Witten, 2017). The old square was out of 

date and the infrastructure did not meet people’s needs. So, the designer invited children to participate in 

this design program and held three workshops. 

According to the report from Penelope Carroll and Karen Witten (2015), firstly, children went to the square, 

took photos and thought about what they liked, did not like and what was dangerous to them, giving their 

opinions to adults. After that, this project used Gulliver’s Mapping, described by Driskell (2002), where 

every child chooses three photos and puts on a large-scale aerial map, as well as making comments.

Figure 5. Old square. (Carroll & Witten, 2017, p.108).
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In the first workshop (figure 6), children expressed their opinions, for example, they wanted the square to 

become more ‘colourful’, more attractive and feel safer, and they built a model of the design. Designers 

applied the children’s comments to the design projects. For example, ‘I like the water, how it comes down, 

the noise it makes.’ So, the designer designed the pool and the water flow step by step in the design model.

In the third workshop, the children were invited to review the draft concept plan and provide further advice on 

what else they would like to see in the square and the centre. Designers showed children how their advice 

was incorporated in the design plan, and how valuable their feedback had been in the design.

Figure 6. First worksop. (Carroll & Witten, 2015, p.14).
Figure 7. Children wrote thoughts about new plan (Carroll & Witten, 
2017, p.112).
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A recent example is the regeneration of Puhinui Stream. It is a co-design project working with 24 nine to 

12-year-olds at Wiri Central School in March this year, in conjunction with their teachers and assisted by 

local mana whenua and representatives from Panuku, The Southern Initiative and Healthy Families.

In the first workshop at the school, researchers and children explored a section of the stream. As well as 

going to the stream, children also learnt about the Puhinui Stream ecosystem.

It is the same method used in the previous two workshops. Children expressed their design ideas for the 

Puhinui Stream regeneration by photographs, drawings, written stories and more.

Figure 8. Researchers worked with a group of children for the Puhinui 
Stream regeneration project. (Carroll & Witten, 2019).

Figure 9. A neighbourhood drawing from one of the Wiri Central School’s 
student co-designers. (Carroll & Witten, 2019).
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From what has been discussed above, these three case studies are all co-design projects, where children 

as participants cooperate with designers. According to the three case studies, Gulliver’s Mapping is an 

easy and useful method, and children can easily understand how this method works and use it easily. 

Writing, drawing, and photographs are all fundamental ways through which children learn to express their 

views. However, these three case studies still have some shortcomings. All the ideas and advice comes 

from children who are young, and their opinions have limitations. If adults could participate in the design 

project and express their ideas about the site, it could be better.
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5. Research Method and Methodology

This research is based on densely populated Auckland to investigate the meaning of a shared dialogue 

between children and adults for urban space design and to investigate an alternative participatory process 

to be applied in the design of green space for children. 

Research by design is used to show the 

process of my research. It is a method that 

uses design to solve a problem for a specific 

area, and includes three phases (figure 14): 

the pre-design phase, design phase and the 

post-design stage. This method provides 

an under ly ing design phi losophy and 

normalisation process that allows designers 

to investigate the problem of location and test 

the quality and the potential of the space. At 

the same time, unknown areas create a free 

mobile proposal, and generate new insights 

and broad, exciting and useful audience 

knowledge (Roggema, 2016).

5.1 Methodology

Figure 10. Three Stages of Research by Design.
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Qualitative research methods are particularly good at researching and developing theories about 

meaning and interpretation (Ezzy, 2002). Qualitative research is a kind of exploratory research aimed 

at understanding the underlying reasons, views and motives of things. Some common methods include 

focus groups, individual interviews and observation (DeFranzo, 2011). Therefore, this study adopts the 

qualitative research method to find the site by analysing the qualitative data collected from 'Lookout' 

project, and designs according to the analysis conclusion.

Another method of children's participation proposed in this paper is through the medium of performance 

art. Lookout project is a performance art project with children sharing their opinions about the city with 

adults by a shared dialogue. This process of children participating through performance art can be 

regarded as a potential method for children to participate in the design, which has certain research value. 

Therefore, based on Lookout project, performance art is also my research method. By analysing what 

children talk about in performance art and their feedback afterwards, we can better understand their views 

and ideas.

5.2 Method
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6. Lookout Project 

Nowadays, people are looking for other methods to involve children in urban design. Performance art is a 

way for adults to better observe and understand children's thoughts. Traditional public consultation tools 

do not always adapt to young people's abilities, availability and communication styles (Heffez Lisa, 2016). 

The category of "performance art" appeared in the early 1970s (Cheng, 2002). The performing arts have 

strong adaptability in form, content and situation. They are often site-specific, unpredictable in duration, 

and highly sensitive to the current environment (Cheng, 2002). 

6.1 Introduction
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Figure 11. a ‘Lookout’ in Auckland. (Lookout, 2017). 

Figure 12. b ‘Lookout’ in Auckland. (Lookout, 2017).

One example that helps adults understand children 

better is the Lookout project, a one-on-one performance 

between an adult audience and a child performer. As 

pictures show (figure 11 &12) they stand at the top of 

the building and, overlooking a town or city, imagine 

its future (‘Lookout’, n.d.). According to the website 

('Lookout', n.d.) this project was created by UK writer 

and actor Andy Field and his partner and producer, 

Beckie Darlington.  This project has been held in cities in 

several countries. Lookout is an attempt to consider big 

questions in a small way, through a series of workshops 

with local children, to understand their ideas. Each new 

version of the project is unique, both to the city where it 

located and where people call home. People share ideas 

and imaginings about where they live and about their 

hopes and fears for their future city. It is a kind of shared 

dialogue approach which assists children and adults to 

better understand each other's views and ideas.
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This research intends to investigate the Lookout project that took place in Auckland in March, 2017, as a 

possible tool for improving urban design for children. The view of this research is that it assists children 

and adults to better understand each other's views and ideas through an alternative participatory practice 

with children. The interest in this research is in investigating how this could be used to provide better 

urban spaces (e.g., more nature spaces) for children of all ages as Auckland densifies. Qualitative data 

about their experiences and learning was collected from schoolchildren who attended this project, and 

parents who also attended a performance.
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There are three pieces of data from Lookout project. The first is at the beginning of the project, before 

the performance art, and it is a written book by children, the children’s school work in which they imagine 

the future of Auckland. They use their imagination and knowledge to design modern, colourful and 

environmentally friendly buildings. In this data, children show opinions about the situation of the city and 

their imagination of the future.  The second is a voice record, recording dialogue from the performance, 

which is available online and used for showing the performance art. The last is the transcript of interviews 

with key adults (parents who attend the performance) and focus groups with the children performers. It 

is presented in the form of a dialogue. People shared their feelings and experience with this program.  

The children's written book and the transcript were collected by the supervisor for other research, and 

interpreted by me for this research. This research has ethics approval for seeing all the data.

6.2 Data collection
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In the first data, the children’s written book can be divided into two parts. One is the children’s opinions 

of how to make Auckland a better city. The other is talking about future building in their minds. In the 

first part, children refer more to living problems: protecting the environment and public transport such 

as building more apartments for homeless people; rubbish pickers to pick rubbish automatically; more 

buses and trains; fewer private cars. They also mention the protection of animals, roof gardens and other 

aspects of the city they are interested in. 

For the second part, most students talk about the monotonous colour of existing buildings, and they 

hope the buildings could be more colourful. At the same time, they also express their images of future 

architecture. From this data, we find that children have their own opinions and ideas about the current 

situation and future of cities; they pay attention to things happening around them such as public 

transportation and littering. Although their perspectives on the problem are different from that of adults, 

they find some urban problems ignored by adults.

6.3 Data analysis
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The following data is the voice record available on the Lookout website. Children share what they imagine 

about the future city of Auckland in the next 30, 60 and 90 years. Even though they are talking about 

the future city, most of them still focus on protecting the environment, the built environment and public 

transport aspects, and offer solutions such as flying rubbish bins, flying cars and bird-powered taxis to 

solve the urban problems they mention. Interestingly, some of the children talk about disasters in the 

future city, for example, floods submerging the city and most of Auckland disappearing, leaving only tall 

buildings like the Sky Tower.  According to this data, we find that children have a clear picture of the future 

of Auckland city.

The third data is the transcript that interviews focus groups (children) and key adults (parents who attend 

the performance), when they are asked questions about their experiences with this project. What children 

talk about is similar to their written book. They focus on protecting the environment (plastic by burning it, 

building huts and planting trees), the built environment (buildings are ugly, more colours on buildings), 

public transport (too many cars) and the future Auckland city (sky train, flying rubbish bins). Most of 

them show their concern for social welfare (houses for homeless people) and want more public space 

(playgrounds and parks for free). They also share their feelings about this project. Most children think it 

is fascinating to communicate with strangers because different people have different ideas, and they are 

willing to share their opinions and ideas with adults.



35

As can be seen from the interviews with key adults, they are worried about the problem of independent 

mobility of their children, especially the way children go outside. One parent said "……if she really wants 

to walk to school by herself, I will agree, but at the same time I hate the feeling of worry. I want her to have 

a bit more freedom to get some independence, but I worry……". This is consistent with issues mentioned 

before in this paper, and the most important thing that parents are concerned about with the independent 

mobility of children is traffic (Shaw et al., 2015). Parents talk about traffic as the reason they do not allow 

their children to go outside or go to school alone. Talking about the project, they think this project is 

beneficial for their children to develop self-confidence, communication, knowledge of their city. Parents 

are really in awe of the way the children step up and manage the process; children are more capable than 

they think, and some of the children's behaviours affects their parents. Additionally, parents talk about 

their communication with children in the performance; they share their memories about buildings when 

they were children. What is more, parents also express a desire to hold more events like this and have 

more chance to communicate with children.



36

Through the analysis of the data 

of Lookout, several interesting 

findings emerge. The views 

of the children in every data 

are divided into the same six 

aspects (protect environment; 

built environment; transport; 

f u t u r i s t i c ;  soc i a l  we l f a re ; 

animals; and table 2 shows their 

points about these aspects) and 

the three tables show how much 

they talk about each of data. 

6.4 Conclusion
Table 2. Ideas from the three data sets
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Figure 13. Children's written book analysis.                    

Figure 14. Voice record's analysis.
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Figure 15. Focus groups’ analysis.

It can be found from the three figures that 

children talk about similar issues even in different 

data and they mostly talk in the three data sets 

about transport, the built environment, futuristic 

issues and protecting the environment.
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According to all the data,  it can be seen that children focus on this same topic even in different data. In 

the performance, although the children were standing in the city center overlooking the CBD, they talked 

about the whole Auckland. Adults are concerned about these social problems and children are concerned 

about the same problems from their perspective. More communication can help adults and children better 

understand each other's ideas, which is also consistent with Roger Hart and David Driskell's theoretical 

models of children's participation in the project. In conclusion, children have a clearer picture of the future 

Auckland than adults. Children look forward, they talk more about the future of the city, while parents look 

back and mention the city when they were children.
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7. Design work

According to all the data, we know children have a better understanding of Auckland and a deeper 

understanding of the existing problems. They focus on fairness and equitability (services for homeless 

people), play and fun (more parks and playground, more colours on buildings), environment improvements 

(rubbish collections; fewer cars) and the future of the city (sky trains; flying houses) aspects of Auckland 

city. Moreover, parents worry about children’s independent mobility and are surprised by how the children 

manage. The attention of the children and the concerns of the parents became the basis of site selection.

Firstly, children mention social inclusive, like homeless people and the higher price of houses; since 1981, 

housing prices in Auckland have grown faster than in the rest of New Zealand. That number has tripled 

in the past 15 years and increased by more than 50 percent in the past five years (Auckland Council, 

2018). To address this problem, Auckland Council is stepping up housing development by offering 

more affordable houses, so the site should be a place with an intensive housing development by the 

government, with houses at lower prices for more people who need them. Because of the large scale and 

intensification, housing development takes more space and land. The green space in this area is reduced, 

and people have less private space for recreation, like private gardens. Therefore, the rest of the public 

space becomes essential for residents here. 

7.1 Criteria of site selection
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So, here is the process of site selection:

According to the process of site selection, finally, Freeland Reserve, Mt Roskill, was chosen as the design 

site.

Figure 16. Process of site selection
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Mt Roskill is a suburban area in the city of Auckland. It is named for the volcanic Puketapapa, with an 

English name of Mt Roskill (Wiki). “Mt Roskill served in the following century as the city’s food basket, 

producing milk, vegetables, mutton and beef, in the middle of twentieth century Mt Roskill remained 

orchards or farmland” (Reidy, 2007).

Pictures show the history of Mt Roskill. The first is a badly flood-hit Mt Roskill in 1953. The flood was up to 

people’s knees and cars were trapped in the water. The second shows people installing a water reservoir 

in the Puketapapa, servicing the residents. According to these two pictures, Mt Roskill is a suburb that 

has heavy rain.

7.2 Site Introduction 

7.2.1 The history of Mt Roskill

Figure 17. Badly hit by flooding in 1953 (Reidy, 2007, p. 79). Figure 18. Installing a water reservoir (Reidy, 2007, p. 83).
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These four pictures show the house history of Mt Roskill South. The first is the situation in 1940. There 

were only a few scattered houses, and most of the land is farmland. Several years ago, more houses and 

roads were built – over 10,000 state houses were built in Mt Roskill; Freeland Reserve also showed its 

prototype. In the next 50 years, houses grew denser. The area of Freeland Reserve decreased between 

1959 and 2008 and since then its size has been maintained. In 2018, the Auckland Council started a 

housing development project, aiming to build warmer and healthier houses for people.

Figure 19. Mt Roskill South in 1940.                                   Figure 20. Mt Roskill South in 1959. Figure 21. Mt Roskill South in 2008.                                  Figure 22. Mt Roskill South in 2017.
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Freeland Reserve is an undeveloped drainage reserve located in the suburb of Mt Roskill South. It is 

approximately 7.7km away from the city (figure 23) and close to Puketapapa (Mt Roskill), Big King and Mt 

Albert (figure 24). 

7.2.2 Introduction to the site

Figure 23. The distance between the site and city centre.

Figure 24. The distance between the site and the three mountains.
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People living here form different ethnic groups like European, Maori, Pacific peoples, Asian, Middle 

Eastern and so on it locates in a multi-cultural community (see Table 3).  

Table 3. Ethnic Groups of the Usual Resident Population.

(Source: from New Zealand Parliament, 2017)
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Freeland Reserve links Balfron Avenue in the east and Freeland Avenue in the south and west. The 

watercourse running through the reserve is an offshoot of Te Auaunge Oakley Creek and creates the 

reserve’s valley-shaped contour. Nowadays, in this suburb, the housing development is ongoing, with 

approximately 260 old houses replaced by up to 920 new houses, and Freeland Reserve is surrounded 

by housing development projects.

Figure 25. Traffic in Mt Roskill South.

Freeland Ave
Balfron Ave
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This picture (figure 26) shows the circumstances around the reserve. The smaller orange area is Turner 

Reserve, a small playground opposite Freeland Reserve. The large orange area shows Puketapapa, 

also called Mt Roskill.  The yellow area is May Road School, a primary school several minutes from the 

reserve. The purple area is a housing development project by Housing New Zealand, and it has been 

finished. The blue area is by HLC, and the project has just begun. The red coloured area is the design 

site, Freeland Reserve.

Figure 26. Surrounding environment about Mt Roskill South.
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Figure 27. Freeland Reserve.                                                      

Figure 30. Puketapapa / Mt Roskill. Figure 31. Housing Development Project by HLC.         Figure 32. Housing Development Project by HNZ.

Figure 29. May Road School.                                                    Figure 28. Turner Reserve.

The program manager from HLC was contacted and said Auckland Council has taken this reserve and 

started a design project. May Road School’s headmaster thought this area was not visible and accessible, 

and not safe for children.
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Freeland Reserve has four entrances, located in the northwest, northeast, southeast and southwest 

respectively. 

On the existing site is a culvert (figure 34), and it has an outline of a stream (figure 35). People can climb 

the hillside and look down on the whole reserve (figure 36). A small patch of water can be seen in the 

middle area (figure 37). Keep going, and we can see the new houses near the southwest entrance (figure 

38). Close to the southeast entrance there has been a waterway (figure 40), now covered by grasses. 

Opposite the southeast entrance is the construction site (figure 41).  As can be seen from the current 

situation of the site, there is a large area of grass cover, some old trees and a deep rain channel to solve 

the rain problem in the rainy season. In one part of the rain channel, people can see a small section of the 

existing stream, under which there is a stormwater pipe.

7.2.3 Site photos 
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Figure 34. Culvert.   Figure 35. Stream outline.

Figure 37. Stream.Figure 36. Overlooking the site.

Figure 41. Southwest entrance.

Figure 38. New houses.

Figure 40. Waterway.Figure 39. Rubbish.

Figure 33. Location.
1 2

3 4

6 7 8

5
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From the terrain analysis (figure 42), it can be seen that this reserve is long and narrow; the highest point 

of this site is in the northeast, the contour is around 61, and the lowest place is around 54 metres. So, the 

height difference across the field is enormous. It also can be seen from the terrain map that the site is in a 

relatively low topographic area, with the middle area lower and the surrounding area higher.

7.3 Site analysis

Figure 42. Terrain.
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Water service (figure 43) demonstrates the pipeline distribution in this area. The red line is the waste 

water pipes and the green line is the stormwater pipes. The distribution of the rainwater pipeline is in line 

with the flood plain.

Figure 43. Water service.
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Figure 44 shows the hydrology situation of the site. The blue line is the overland flow path and is an 

offshoot of Oakley Creek (but only a small part of it is visible, which needs to be further verified), and the 

blue area is the flood plain which takes up a large area. This suggests that a large part of the site is  a 

flood plain, meaning that parts of the site flood during the rainy season. Therefore, the design of the route 

and function of the site need to consider the influence of elevation differences and flood areas. 

Figure 44. Hydrology analysis.
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This area (figure 45) is covered by grasses and in the middle is a small area of wetland. There are also 

some large trees on the site. The plant with a red circle is a macrocarpa (figure 46), the black circle is a 

willow (figure 47), the blue circle is a casuarina (figure 48).

Figure 45. Vegetation analysis.

Figure 46. Macrocarpa.

Figure 47. Willow.

Figure 48. Casuarina.
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According to analysis of wind direction and sun path (figure 49), the big arrow shows the strongest wind 

comes from southeast, and the lighter from northwest. The red circle line is the sun path in summer, the 

blue circle line is the sun’s path in winter. It can be concluded that the wind at this site is mainly from the 

southwest and northeast. What is more, it is full of light, which lasts longer in summer than in winter.

Figure 49. Wind direction and sun path.

Summer

Winter
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In conclusion, we know that this area has lots of old state houses and they will be replaced by new, 

modern houses. Freeland Reserve is surrounded by some old houses and some new houses under 

construction. The site is not flat and the terrain is undulating. The vision on this site is not good, and 

people cannot see Puketapapa (Mt Roskill) directly. Additionally, this reserve is located in a multi-cultural 

community and close to a school (May Road School) and playground (Turner Reserve). It is also a place 

with a low utilisation rate and has some safety issues.
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Here is some relevant information about the site. I have also contacted the Healthy Water team from 

Auckland Council. They showed their design plan (figure 50) that aims to improve the stormwater 

function to better serve the new houses built by the housing development project, while meeting the daily 

requirements of the reserve.

7.4 Relevant information about site

Figure 50. Design plan from Healthy Water Team (Auckland Council, n.d.).
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The second is an original design concept (figure 51) from the Puketapapa Local Board.  This plan aims 

to improve the site environment, preserve vegetation and use Maori cultural elements to reflect cultural 

characteristics.

Figure 51. Design plan from Healthy Water Team (Auckland Council, n.d.).
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There is also Freeland Reserve Consultation Feedback from the council (see Table 4), people living here 

giving opinions about what they want to see in this reserve. Their requirements can be grouped into four 

aspects: passive recreation; environment; active recreation; and water. 

All this information will be the reference and help with the design work.  

Table 4. Freeland Reserve Consultation Feedback. 
What does the existing community most want to see within a redeveloped Freeland Park?  

(Source: from Auckland Council) 
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After reading these pieces of data, some sentences have been picked, which was useful for the design 

project and turn them into design ideas (figure52 & 53). Moreover, starting from these sentences, I have 

done some analysis and design imagination, using keywords to conclude these sentences. Some of the 

sentences are more specific and can be used directly in the design. Others are very euphemistic and 

implicit and I can dig out a more profound meaning.

7.5 Design ideas

Figure 52. Design plan from Healthy Water Team (Auckland Council, n.d.).
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Children say, “I like talking to different people because they all have different ideas.” It reflects that 

children prefer to communicate with adults. It makes children feel like they are adults, their status is equal, 

so that a community area can be provided in the design program. Another sentence, “……making different 

things into the future so designing different things.” Different things do not mean something strange. It has 

a large scale, and may be quite different from nowadays. Also, some of the children’s sentences reflect 

some purpose and meanings, for example, “a house where a lot of homeless people just live together 

and the food and mattresses, clothes and all their needs”; “more animal-friendly”; “….too many cars…..

car crashes and like road accidents……”; these all reflect the ability and kindness of children noticing the 

small things that adults easily ignore, and show hope that city will become more inclusive.

Turning to parents, two sentences impressed the design project most. The first one is "…… I am looking 

around at the modern buildings and I cannot actually see one that I would pick as my favorite because 

they do not mean anything to me. Lots of the buildings that I probably knew from my childhood, some of 

them are not there anymore." This sentence reflects people's memory with buildings. It is also showing 

the connection between people and the city. Each generation has its architectural memory. Some 

evocative buildings need to be preserved in different forms.
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Another sentence is "…… it gave the children the space to think, develop ideas and present their ideas in 

a way where they were going to be heard, which is quite an empowering thing, and I think, on the opposite 

side as an audience, the project gave us the space to listen to these ideas and take them seriously, you 

know. So it was a really great project in that way. They were really creative in this space, I thought." This 

shows parent awareness that adults should  communicate more with children (allow communication with 

each other). It also echoes what children are saying, "they like talking with different people." It means 

parents and children have same ideas.

Figure 53. Design Ideas from parents.
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In conclusion, the predominant housing stock in this area is 70 years old; cold; damp state house. This 

reserve is located in a multi-cultural community and near to school and playground. In addition, the data 

obtained from lookout project analysis and site status also provide opportunities and challenges for my 

design.

Figure 54. Summary of site.
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Combined with information from the site, here is the design concept (figure 55).  The brown circle comes 

from children’s and parents’ sentences using keywords as replacements. The yellow circle is the concept 

of the design.

7.6 Design concept

Figure 55. Design concept.
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The first concept is the New Zealand state house (figure 56); as I mentioned before there are tens of 

thousands of state houses that are 60 or 70 years old, they carry a generation's memory and now will 

be replaced. If we save one in the reserve and provide other functions like children's ideas about more 

communal facilities such as libraries, or provide a space where people can communicate, this may be a 

continuation of people's memories and emotions. 

Figure 56. First state house. (New Zealand History, n.d.).
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The second concept is the garden (figure 57 & 58) and orchard. People often plant in the backyards of 

state houses. In this way, people can learn and have fun from planting fruit and vegetable. When the fruit 

and vegetables are ripe, if the harvest is sufficient, they can also be given to those who need help.  

Figure 57. Vegetable garden. (Housing New Zealand, 2007). Figure 58. Onehunga garden. (Housing New Zealand, 2007).
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The third idea is the pipe (figure 59), and some water pipes will be replaced to improve water function and 

provide better service for residents. It would be nice if they could be reused and painted colourfully (figure 

60) on the reserve. 

Figure 59. Pipes. Figure 60. Colourful painting.



68

Figure 61. overall concept plan for the site. 

7.7 Design work 
7.7.1 Site overview

Figure 61. Concept plan.
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Figure 62. Plan annotation.

Starting from the north, the state house and orchard at the northwest entrance can be seen in figure 62; 

there is a garden at the back of the house. When people follow the path, they can see the periscope 

tower; pipes be stacked up and fitted with the slide in the hillside. Tracks are also provided down the hill 

for racing on scooters and bikes. Along with the road, they see recreation space. In addition, the road 

from the reserve to May Road School is redesigned to improve safety and fun.
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The functional analysis of the site can be clearly seen from figure 63; there are grasses and shrubs, 

different kinds of trees and a small area where vegetables are grown. I mentioned the plan of the healthy 

water team before, and I think it is good to promote the stormwater function, so I referred to their plan 

and designed a stream in my plan. The stream is designed along the original outline, running through 

the whole site, and many sites are also designed and distributed along the stream such as the state 

house, periscope tower and slides. The site retains the original four entrances, located in the northwest, 

northeast, southeast and southwest. Northwest is one of the biggest entries, located at the intersection 

of Freeland Avenue and Glynn Street where traffic will be more intense; the second is the entrance to the 

southeast, third, to the southwest, and the last is the entrance to the northeast. It is the entrance which 

has the lowest frequency; it connects Kallu Cres, and is more convenient for people to go to Mt Roskill.

Two tourist routes are designed according to the size of the entrance and the flow of people, because the 

site is long and narrow and the height difference is vast. In the design of the road, the human flow line 

is divided into two along the river; the first and main road is located to the north of the stream and starts 

from the northwest entrance, the most significant entrance to the reserve, and it ends at the southeast 

entrance. It runs along the contour design, is relatively flat, and the designed landscape and functional 

areas are also located on both sides of the route, so pedestrians and cyclists can go along the road. The 

second route is to the south of the stream, separating from the first in front of the entertainment space 

and meeting at the recreation space, which connects the southwest entrance. This is a winding path, and 

it will be a more secluded and leisurely walkway than the first.
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Figure 63. Site functional analysis.
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The next two pictures (figure 64 & 65) show the site section as follows. Section 

1-1 is the highest space on the site, according to the topography, and here 

the periscope tower, slides and racing track will be installed to maximise the 

advantages of the site. Section 2-2 shows the longest distance of this site. 

The terrain of this section is relatively flat, so there is no complicated design 

to provide people with a place for a leisurely stroll. Section 3-3 shows the 

recreation space. 

section 1-1 section 3-3

section 2-2

Figure 64. Location of section.

Figure 65. Section.
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Figure 66 shows the indicative plants around the wetland in this site. According to the guidance of 

Wetlands Restoration (Auckland Council, n.d.), some suitable plants have been selected such as purei 

(Carex secta), toetoe (Austroderia) and so on. Purei (Carex secta) grows well in swampy conditions or in 

moist areas of lowland forests and is used commonly. Toetoe is used plentifully in Auckland and grows in 

damp or dry soil, and poor soil as well.

7.7.2 Plants 
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Figure 66. Indicative planting palette around the wetland.
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Figure 67 shows the indicative plants around the orchard and the backyard in this site. People have been 

living in the city for a long time, vegetables and fruit are purchased from supermarkets, and there are few 

opportunities to grow crops. This garden allows adults and children to experience the pleasure of planting 

and the joy of harvesting fruit. If the harvest is sufficient, it can also be given to those who need help, so 

as to educate children to learn to share, which is the original intention of this design.

Apple and lemon trees would be planted in the orchard. The main crop in the backyard is common local 

crops, grown in different seasons and expected to be harvested all year round, such as tomato, carrot, 

cucumber etc.  Additionally, traditional Māori foods, kūmāra (sweet potato), are included. In addition, 

some flowers are also planted, in order to better decorate the garden and create a pleasant mood.



76

Figure. 69 shows the indicative plant about the orchard and the backyard in this site. Nowadays, people 
have been living in the city for a long time, vegetables and fruits are purchased from supermarkets, and 
there are few opportunities to grow agricultural products by themselves. This garden allows adults and 
children to experience the pleasure of planting and the joy of harvesting fruits. If the harvest is sufficient, it 
can also be given to those who need help, so as to educate children to learn to share, which is the original 
intention of this design.

Apple trees and lemon trees would be planted in the orchard. The main crop in the backyard is the 
common local crop, which is grown in different seasons and expected to be harvested all the year-round, 
such as tomato, carrot, cucumber and etc.  Additionally, the traditional Māori food, kūmāra (sweet potato) 
will be included. In addition, some flowers are also planted in the garden, in order to better decorate the 
garden and bring people a pleasant mood.

Figure 67. Indicative planting palette about backyard and orchard
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There are in total four entrances to this reserve, located in the northwest, northeast, southeast and 

southwest respectively. Northwest entrance (shown as figure 68) is the largest; on the left is the orchard 

7.7.3 Community hub & garden

Figure 68. Community hub & garden.
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with fruit trees and seats behind trees; on the right is an ex-state house to be renovated, like parents 

saying “......most of these buildings were not here when I was a little girl ...... Lots of the buildings that 

I probably knew from my childhood, some of them are not there anymore". The state house used to 

widely exist in this area, and carries the memory of a generation, but now is gradually disappearing. This 

renovated state house serves as an open information and community centre for the people who live here.

Figure 69. Community hub & garden.
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Figure 70. Concept plan of the state house.                                            

According to the concept plan (figure 70), we 

can see that there are four spaces in the house: 

meeting room, reading area, shared kitchen 

and toilet. These spaces are set up not only 

to fulfill the ideas proposed by children and 

adults, but also to meet their daily needs. In 

their spare time, local residents can come here 

to read – it  is a kind of small library, where 

children and adults can read and communicate. 

A simple kitchen and toilets satisfy people's 

basic needs and increase the time spent here. 

The kitchen is equipped with basic facilities 

such as refrigerator, sink, induction cooker. 

The refrigerator is for sharing surplus food. 

Community staff can also hold conferences 

in the meeting room to better understand the 

needs of residents. The community can also 

organise activities suitable for residents and 

children to enrich their daily lives.
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The house also has a backyard (figure 71), 

designed to restore a typical ‘kiwi backyard’, 

with a path leading to the washing line and 

vegetable garden; people can come here to pick 

vegetables when they are harvested, and cook in 

the shared kitchen, sharing food with neighbours 

or using the food to help homeless people. 

Besides the vegetables, beautiful flowers can be 

planted to decorate the garden and cheer people 

when they are in full bloom, so that people can 

know more about plants.

Figure 71. Backyard.
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7.7.4 Community & activity zone

Figure 72. Periscope tower and slides.

Along the north route, a well-designed slide can be seen (shown as figure 72).  Like children say “......a 
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city above the clouds and there was a slide down to earth”.  The slide is set in the highest place, children 

climb to the top of a building made of pipes and then slide down, with an aim to give them the feeling of 

sliding down from the clouds. For fun, there are two identical slides for children to play and race on.

The slide consists of three parts (figure 

74). The first part is a wooden step 

connecting the top of the slide and 

equipped with safety facilities, the 

second part is composed of the main 

pipes which are recycled from the 

site, connecting the steps and slide 

tracks; finally, the third part is a winding 

slide for children to play on. With the 

protection of a net, children can safely 

climb to the top of the slide, drill into 

the pipe, and slide down. The colour 

yellow is chosen for the slide, because 

yellow is beautiful, symbolising rising 

sun to represent hope, making people 

feel cheerful. Figure 73. Slides.
Figure 74. Slide details.

Top

Front Left
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The painting (figure. 75) I suggest to paint on the slide pipe comes from Henryk Szydlowski, an artist who 

once lived in New Zealand. He was born in Poland, then came to New Zealand, and now lives in Australia. 

In his works, symbolic references to New Zealand often appear. It is a surrealistic painting called Wintry 

birds in the blue night oil. The subtle combination of lines and colour blocks cleverly shows the theme and 

gives the audience space for imagination. This work knows no borders, just like the author himself. The 

experience of living in many countries makes his works more inclusive. It is a suitable painting for a multi-

cultural community, where people of different ethnic groups have different views, and bright colours attract 

children, completing their wish for more colourful buildings.

Figure 75. Wintry Birds in the Blue Night Oil. (Szydlowski, 2019).
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It seems that the reserve is located at the lowest point in Mt Roskill South and plenty of trees keep it out 

of sight; people find it difficult to see Mt Roskill (Puketapapa) directly, even when standing at the highest 

point of the reserve. Therefore, a colourful, giant periscope tower is built next to the slide to assist people 

to see the higher scenery. 

The periscope tower is made up 

of two periscopes and the old 

stormwater pipe (figure 77). The 

two periscopes differ in height 

from the ground and are intended 

for use by children and adults 

of different heights. They also 

rotate at different angles and in 

different directions (Northwest and 

Northeast), allowing people to see 

at different heights and in different 

directions. With the help of the 

periscope tower, people can see 

Mt Roskill clearly and even see Mt 

Albert.
Figure 76. Periscope tower.

Figure 77. Details of periscope tower.



85

On the other side of the area, the hillside also provides a track for scooters and bicycles, where adults 

and children can compete with friends. People climb up the hill and slide down from the higher end.  

Two equally long tracks, designed according to the ups and downs of the terrain, make the race more 

challenging and interesting.

Figure 78. Racing track.

Figure 79. Community & activity zone.
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The picnic and chillout zone is located between the southwest and southeast entrances. 

7.7.5 Picnic & chillout zone 

Figure 80. Picnic & chillout zone.
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There are three big willows where people can have a picnic, even in the hot summer. In addition to the 

trees, there are also facilities for children to play in, such as simple huts made of branches, wooden 

stakes of different heights, all of which are natural elements of play. Water pipes are also used to make it 

a place for children to play. Here, children can get inside the pipe and feel how the water flows through it. 

The residents of these new houses can be overseers and watch the children play here.

Figure 81. Picnic & chillout zone.
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In addition to the design of different functional spaces, the seats (figure 82) in the site are also specially 

designed with recycled concrete pipes. There are two different types of seats, the first with no back, 

suitable for use with friends or many people. This kind of seat will be put where people visit more 

frequently. The second kind of seat has a back, suiting family or old people to use together.

7.7.6 Facility design 

Figure 82. Seats’ detail.
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As well as the design of Freeland Reserve, 

a road from the reserve to May Road School 

via Turner Reserve also been redesigned 

(figure 83).

7.7.7 Road to School

Figure 83. Aerial view of road from reserve to school.
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The sidewalk (figure 84) is painted bright orange 

to guide the students to school. Bright colours are 

also more attractive to children. Some childhood 

games will also be painted on the road  such as 

jump lattice so children do not feel bored on the 

way to school. Plants on the side of the motorway 

separate two roads so that children can stay away 

from vehicles on the road. The old stormwater 

pipes have also been placed on both sides of the 

walkway, partly under telephone poles for safety, 

and partly to separate the motorway from the 

walkway, each with pictures of one child’s favorite 

story – the distance from the reserve to the school 

is just enough to tell the story.

Figure 84. Road to school.
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This chapter starts from the site selection, and introduces the whole design project. Freeland Reserve, as 

an undeveloped site with a low utilisation rate, has some safety issues. Through a series of design ideas, 

combined with the historical background of the site and the summary from Lookout project, the existing 

problems are solved. The renovated ex-state house enhances functionality of the site, with a small library, 

toilets and kitchen.  The orchard and plants in the backyard improve the diversity of plants on the site 

and encourage people of different ages, abilities and cultures to interact, grow and share the fruit and 

vegetables that are important in their cultures. The periscope tower and slide increase the fun of the path. 

The landscape is designed to properly use the space and topography, and many different facilities are 

added to meet the needs of people of all ages. The purpose of these designs is to make the site more 

inclusive to satisfy the needs of people of all ages while increasing the utilisation and functionality of the 

site.

7.8 Summary 
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8. Conclusion

The aim of this research project is to answer: “How can an alternative participatory practice be applied in 

the design of green spaces for children in Auckland, as it densifies?”

This research aims to use findings from a performance art-based project (‘Lookout’) involving children and 

adults considering the future and past of their city and incorporating them in a design process to create an 

inclusive public green space that represents these children’s and adults’ experiences and views. Providing 

increased nature experiences for children and a more secure environment leads to increasing children’s 

independent mobility.   Firstly, children's status and situation in today's society are introduced. Secondly, I 

talk about the theoretical background of the research. According to the introduction and literature review, 

it is known that children are facing many problems and challenges in urban life. Nowadays, children  have 

diminishing contact with nature, because people have less nature and our society is teaching young 

people to avoid direct experiences in nature. This situation has led to a decline in children’s independent 

mobility. In addition, parental fears about safety such as traffic and stranger danger also affect children’s 

independent mobility. Faced with these problems, people come up with new ways to help children solve 

these problems. 

After that, I analyse several factors contributing to the state of children in today's cities and look at what 

positive actions are being taken by adults. The method of children participating in the design is also 

described: Gulliver's Mapping and its cases are mentioned. Then I introduce the research method and 
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methodology. I introduce a Lookout project held in Auckland and, based on it, collect data to conduct 

research and analysis to guide the design project. Finally, the design works in Freeland Reserve are 

introduced and the whole process is evaluated.

Here is a flow chart (figure 85) to show my research process. Through these steps, an alternative 

participatory process was applied to the design of green space for children.

Figure 85. research process.
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Lookout project is a unique way for children and adults to participate in urban design, using a dialogue 

between children and adults to analyse and apply to a public green space that is not fully developed and 

utilised and is surrounded by housing development projects. The collected data reflects participants' 

observations of the status quo of their city and ideas for improvement. Lookout is an activity held in the 

downtown area, reflecting the CBD’s high-rise buildings in the eyes of children and adults. Interestingly, in 

this research, the venue chosen according to their conversations is in a suburb of Auckland. This project 

though based in the CBD. it has relevant to the whole city including suburban which is where my project 

is based. Through a series of workshops, children learn about the city and express their opinions to 

strangers. As for the adults, they were surprised by the children in the engaging in really thoughtful issues 

about the city. The views of children and adults, therefore provide a strong justification to use in the design 

of Freeland Reserve. Combined with the history and cultural aspects of the site, it serves the design well. 

However, the activities still have some limitations; it takes a long time to prepare for a project, it requires 

adults to cooperate and let children have certain levels of knowledge, and be able to use their knowledge 

to communicate face to face; this is not an easy thing.

8.1 Evaluation of Lookout project
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Three pieces of data from Lookout project can be well analysed through qualitative research to analyse 

what children and adults are thinking, where their thoughts are different, and what kind of impact their 

thoughts and words have on the design. The three stages of research by design enable this project to 

have an adequate theoretical background at an early stage of the research, and through subsequent data 

analysis and design, I have a deeper understanding of the research.

According to the comments from children and parents in Lookout about our current society, I have 

summarised the criteria of site selection: 

            - intensified housing development

            - densely populated 

            - less green space 

            - less private places to play

            - have public space

In the Lookout project children mention the ‘high price of houses’ and they hope to ‘have less homeless 

people’; this means the city needs newer and more affordable house for people, so, Lookout could be 

a site that is under housing development or has a lot of redevelopment projects. The population at this 

site would be increased because more people would move to those new houses. More new houses also 

mean more land would be taken up, especially green space. 

8.2 Evaluation of site selection
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Traditionally, a house has a garden, giving children and adults their own private green space. However, 

this phenomenon may be broken to satisfy people's demand to build more houses where they want to 

live. This means sacrificing more private green space, many houses will not have gardens or enough 

green spaces to give people entertainment space. In addition, many apartments will be built, which will 

greatly reduce people's private green space. It means that there should be a large public green space in 

this area to satisfy people's needs for entertainment and leisure. Based on the criteria of site selection, 

the Freeland Reserve is selected to be the design site.
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In addition to summarising the children’s comments, I choose some experiences and views from children’s 

and parents’ transcripts that inform my design and use keywords to replace them. After understanding the 

history and analysing the situation about the site, I listed the following design ideas, which are important 

focuses in my design project, by combining them with the current situation of the site. 

- State house

- Backyard

- Orchard

- Periscope tower

- Slide combined with pipe

- Racing track

The state house reflects the historical heritage and inclusiveness of the site. In Mt Roskill South, lots of 

old state houses are replaced by new houses through housing development projects. However, many 

state houses used to be here, carrying beautiful memories of childhood from generation to generation.  

The layout and functional design of the internal space of the state house also highlight the views of 

children and adults and aims to better create an inclusive, public open space.

The backyard is a continuation of the state house concept. Behind the traditional state house is a 

traditional kiwi backyard, and next to the state house is an orchard. People grow flowers, vegetables

8.3 Evaluation of design project
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and fruit here, not only for food, but also as a good way for children and adults to get along with each 

other. The idea is not only to preserve the traditional "kiwi garden”, but also to reflect the inclusive design 

concept, providing another way for people of different cultures and ages to communicate and get to know 

each other better. Furthermore, it also provides different nature experiences for children.

Designing periscope towers, slides and racing tracks satisfies the children’s needs of play and fun. The 

periscope tower is composed of two periscopes and stack pipes, helping people see Mt Roskill, enhancing 

the relationship between the reserve and surrounding environment. Two of the same slides provide 

competiton for children to play. A racing track, according to the topography and set up on the hillside, is 

for racing on scooters and bikes. The track set on the hillside provides a different racing experience for 

children, which is also a challenge for them.

To some extent, these five design ideas embody the concepts of inclusiveness, historical inheritance, 

culture and playfulness mentioned by children and adults in the Lookout project. On the basis of 

this, some new ideas are added, for example, recycled concrete pipes, redesigned to become seats. 

Reasonable recycling of existing resources not only protects the environment better, but also makes 

these seats unique. The road from the reserve to May Road School is redesigned to make it more fun and 

safer for children to go to school. Encouraging children go to school by themselves leads to increased 

independent mobility, and furthermore, strengthens the connection between the site and the surrounding 

community.
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Table 5 shows how design idea is 

converted from sentence through three 

steps.

Table 5
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Here is another table (Table 6) that 

summarises the ideas presented by 

these designs and more succinctly 

explains how my design ideas satisfy 

the objectives.

Table 6. Design project reflects the design concept
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My design method provides some alternative and additional design moves. My design method is based 

on Lookout, which is a unique performance art project including children and adults. The design ideas 

are informed by this process where children and adults consider and talk about the whole city; it is a very 

large scale rather than a particular site. Participants can talk about every aspect of the city they want to, 

as far away as the unpredictable future or as close as anything that is happening right now. Adults can 

even talk about their childhood memories, the years before the child participants were born. This is a very 

broad range, everyone is more or less connected to the city, they can start from their own experience, 

talk about the city in their eyes. There are some limitations if you are talking about a particular site. First, 

the scope of what people can talk about will be narrowed. Secondly, not all participants are familiar with 

the site. This is an important point, in my opinion. Only by knowing the site well enough can people offer 

a better design. Therefore, according to the conversation between children and adults about the city, the 

design site is more targeted and specific. The ideas of children and adults can be better reflected in the 

design.

This method can be combined with the proactive process, which is also a way to involve children and 

adults in planning and design. Adults work with their children to develop participatory plans and designs 

and incorporate their ideas and needs. This process focuses on both empowerment of children and 

substantive changes to the urban environment. This is in line with my design philosophy, and can be used 

8.4  Further reflection
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as an alternative to other methods currently used (such as Gulliver's Mapping) for experiment and further

research. Firstly, this method can be more widely used. What adults and children talk about is not only 

limited to the design site, which diverges children's thought to some extent and makes the design more 

interesting and meaningful. Secondly, this method is better able to solve some of the problems faced by 

children in today's society, such as the reduction of contact with nature and the decline of independent 

mobility. It all points to a decline in child empowerment. Finally, according to the opinions and ideas of 

children and adults, substantial changes are made to the urban environment to improve it to a certain 

extent, and a better environment can play a role in the improved growth of children.

However, this process also has some limitations. First of all, my project is a one-off project. The data I 

used from the Lookout project was originally collected for different projects. These materials were not 

specific to my project. The Lookout project as a method relies heavily on Andy Field's guidance and 

direction. He guides the children through a series of activities, without which it is difficult to carry out the 

project well. Secondly, it costs adults a lot of time and energy, because there is a series of workshops 

before the performance art to help children acquire more comprehensive knowledge and have the 

confidence and courage to show and express their own views in front of adults.

It is also worth mentioning whether this process can be used as a way for children to participate in design.  

Because such a process (Lookout project) is not an event for the design project, children and adults 
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are not directly involved in the design project, have no knowledge of the site and do not evaluate the 

completed design. With a traditional project, children’s participation in the design of the project is different, 

while in the Lookout, children participate in the design of the project, go on the site visit, and put forward 

their views and suggestions according to the site visit; the designers base their design on the children's 

advice using their own experience from the field, and show the design draft to the children to obtain  

feedback and make improvements. In my project, children only provide a wide range of opinions and 

suggestions about the city and do not evaluate the project after the design is completed, which is quite 

different from traditional projects. Therefore, further studies and more cases are needed to prove whether 

this method can be applied as a new way for children to participate in the design project and thus provide 

a better living environment for children.
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Lookout
Applying a process of design participation with children

Exam MLA  31.10  
Wenjin Zhan 



Research Question

How can an alternative participatory process apply to the design of green spaces 
for children as Auckland densifies?



Objectives:

To take findings from a performance art-based project (‘Lookout’) in a design process to: 

● create inclusive public green space

● provide increased nature experiences for children

● encourage greater ownership and security

Aim:

To use findings from the ‘Lookout’ project to design community- focused public open space that incorporates 
a deep process of listening and sharing.



Background

● Diminished Contact with Nature

- Less nature & more nature is replaced by buildings (Louv, 2008).

- Our society is teaching young people to avoid direct experience in nature (Louv, 2008).

● Children's Independent Mobility Reduced

https://activeforlife.com/documentary-childrens-independent-mobility/

- parental fears about safety

- drive children to relatively nearby places (Witten, Kearns, Carroll, Asiasiga & Tava’e, 2013).

https://activeforlife.com/documentary-childrens-independent-mobility/


Background

● Children’s Capability & Rights

● Child-Friendly City

- Roger Hart & David Driskell’s models

- Children have a clear vision of the world they want (UN, n.d)

https://www.understood.org/en/friends-feelings/empowering-your-
child/celebrating-successes/ways-praise-can-empower-kids-learning-
differences

- I am Auckland: focus on “putting children and young people first”

- local governance system committed to fulfilling children’s right under 

the UN convention (UNICEF, 1989).

(Auckland council,2017, p.18)

- The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child

https://www.understood.org/en/friends-feelings/empowering-your-child/celebrating-successes/ways-praise-can-empower-kids-learning-differences


Case Studies of Participation Methods

Gulliver’s Mapping

Chelsea Street Park Playground (Australia)

The Regeneration of Puhinui Stream
(New Zealand)

(express their design ideas through photographs, drawings, written stories and more)



Case Study of Participation Methods

Proactive Approach

(Francis & Lorenzo, 2006, p.233)

- a design method proposed by Francis and Lorenzo

- a process of childhood renewal



Case Study of Community-Focused Design

Superkilen (Copenhagen, Denmark)



Design Method

Design 
Process

- research by design

- affordance approach suggest by Harry Heft

- a flexible multi-purpose design for nature play

- affordance theory

affordance 
theory

refer to the functional 
significance of environmental 
features for an individual



The Lookout project

‘Lookout’ project
- a performance art project

- participated in the Auckland Fringe Festival, March 2017 

- a one-to-one conversation between a child and an adult

- sharing their memories of the past, their experience of the present and their 
vision for the future of Auckland city →shared dialogue approach

(images form http://aplacetolookout.co.uk/) 



The Lookout project

Data source     

Written book Transcript Voice record

(image from https://aplacetolookout.co.uk/location/auckland/)



Summary of Lookout 

Children

“...... build trees and tree huts.” (environmental improvement)

“……do more colourful buildings …...”

“ like the house prices are way too expensive” 

“……a city above the clouds and there was a slide down to earth.” (play and fun)

“……making different things into the future so designing different things.” (future of 

the city)

“a house where a lot of homeless people just live together and the food and mattresses, 

clothes and all their needs.” (fairness and equitability)

“...... Lots of the buildings that I probably knew from my childhood some of them 

aren’t there anymore.”

“...... it gave the children the space to think, develop ideas ……and I think on the 

opposite side of an audience the project gave us the space to listen to these ideas 

and take them seriously......”

Parents



Process of Site Selection 



Site 
Introduction



Site History

1940

1959 2008

over 10,000 state houses had been sold

1955

2018

start housing development  project



Site History

https://digitalnz.org/records/22640340/mt-roskill-auckland https://westcoast.recollect.co.nz/nodes/view/1664

https://digitalnz.org/records/22640340/mt-roskill-auckland
https://westcoast.recollect.co.nz/nodes/view/1664


Site 
Introduction

European

Maori

Pacific Peoples

Asian

Middle Eastern/ Latin American/African

Other(incl New Zealander)

Ethnic Groups of the Usually Resident Population

(New Zealand Parliament, 2017) 

44.2%

6%

14.9%

39.1%

3%

0.9%

Multi-cultural community



Site 
Introduction



Site 
Introduction

Contact relevant organization
- program manager from HLC 
- principal from May Road School

- no visible &accessible



Site 
Introduction

Contact relevant organization
- program manager from HLC 
- principal from May Road School

- no visible &accessible



Site 
Introduction

1

2

3

1 2

3

- Less attractive

Northwest entrance

Southeast entrance



Site 
Introduction

4
5

4 5

- Safety issues

- Low utilization rate

- Can not see the mountain directly

- a maunga of great significant to maori people 



Site Analysis

Terrain

- Long and narrow

- Valley shape contour

Hydrology

- An offshoot of Oakley Creek

Facility

- Water pipes  

- storm water 

- waste water



Site stakeholders

- Healthy water team

- design daylight stream 

- for daily recreation

- increased storm water requirement

- Original concept plan from Puketapapa Local Board

- Program manager from HLC 

- Principal from May Road School

- not visible &accessible

Original concept plan

Healthy water team’s plan



Design Ideas from Lookout



Design Ideas



Summary of Site

● A multi-cultural community 
● Near school & playground 

● deep; narrow site

Site
● Improve attractiveness & utilization
● Enhance security
● respect multi-cultural
● Balance functional & recreational● 70 years state house

Lookout
● something difference
● more inclusive
● more colorful
● more nature



Design Concept



Community 
Hub & Garden

Activity Zone 

Water Zone

Picnic & 
Chillout Zone

Streetscape

● restored state house as a community center
● classic kiwi backyard garden
● orchard for community to care for & harvest

● tree house                                                                                       
● double slides down to earth for racing                                       
● wheels track                                                                                    
● periscope tower                                                        
● colorful street art                                                        
● inclusivity

● rock stepping stones
● bridges
● aquatic exploration platform

● seating from recycled pipes
● multi-functional play pipes

● colourful activities on pavement
● recycled pipes painted in children’s book characters

(kids more parks and nature 
interaction idea)

(kids more colourful idea)

(kids nature idea)
(kids future idea)
(kids playful idea)

(site situation idea)
(site situation idea)
(site situation idea)

(Lookout parents iconic memory)
(iconic memory & gardening renewal)
(iconic memory & gardening renewal)

(site situation idea)



How can an alternative participatory process apply to the design of green spaces 
for children as Auckland densifies?



Unpacking data from the participatory process 

to reveal findings of value to apply in a 

different setting



Future Recommendation

● could be tested in other sites

● could be developed as a method of participation



LOOKOUT
APPLYING A PROCESS OF DESIGN PARTICIPATION WITH CHILDREN

Northwest Entrance1

Orchard2

Community Hub & Garden3

Low Boardwalk4

Periscope Tower5

Racing Slide6

Wheel Tracks7

Southwest Entrance8

Water Access Zone9

Low Boardwalk10

Picnic & Chillout Zone11

Low Boardwalk12

Southeast Entrance13

Road to School14

11

10

12

13

14

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Section 1-1

Section 2-2

Section 3-3

0 5 10 20m

SECTION

1

2

3

3

2

1



COMMUNITY HUB & GARDEN

Top

Front Left

COMMUNITY HUB & GARDEN

TREE HOUSE

BACKYARD ROAD TO SCHOOL



COMMUNITY & ACTIVITY ZONE

COMMUNITY & ACTIVITY ZONE

Top

Front Left

PERISCOPE TOWER

RACING SLIDE

Top

Front Left



Top

Top

Front

Front

Left

Left

Top

Front Left

PICNIC & CHILLOUT ZONE

SEAT

FENCE

PICNIC & CHILLOUT ZONE

WATER ACCESS ZONE
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