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Introduction
Design Future First is a collaboration between Laura Wareing, a PhD researcher at Lancaster University and Future 
First, an education charity.  Future First work towards providing ‘every state school and college in the country 
with a thriving and engaged alumni community, which improves student’ motivation, confidence and life chances’ 
(Future First, 2020).  

The aim of the project is to explore how a co-design process can be used to help meaningfully engage with 
young people living in overlooked and undervalued places in the North West of England, where young people 
face considerable barriers to achieving success.  The aim was to deliver co-design workshops for groups of young 
people in schools utilising the Future First programme, which would provide the young people with an opportunity 
to reflect on what they would like to do in the future, the barriers they might face and the support they need to 
achieve their goals.  All of the young people in the workshops had a chance to discuss and come up with ideas 
to improve how the alumni network supports their school and how they would like to be actively involved in the 
future.

The project ran between January and June 2020 and in that time, despite disruption from the COVID-19  
pandemic, two workshops were successfully delivered.  One in-person workshop in Blackpool, Lancashire and 
one online workshop with a group in Stoke-on-Trent in Staffordshire.   This report provides a concise and visual 
description of the project, the findings from the workshops and concludes with recommendations for the next 
steps.
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Transformation North West
This project was part of Transformation North West (TNW), which is a doctoral training partnership exploring how 
design and creative techniques can enhance growth and prosperity throughout the North West of England.   

TNW is supported by five universities in the North West; Lancaster, Liverpool, Manchester, Manchester 
Metropolitan and Salford. Each TNW student is co-creating a series of projects with businesses and organisations 
in the North West, which contribute to both the aims of the businesses and their own research.  

Transformation North West is funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council through the North West 
Consortium Doctoral Training Partnership.

For more information on Transformation North West, visit transformationnorthwest.org

Background

Within the UK, young people’s opportunities are linked to their 
family’s status and where they grow up.  Future First’s research 
has shown that over a third of school pupils from the poorest 
backgrounds do not know anyone in a job that they would like to do 
in the future and almost half are worried about the job they will get 
in the future.  This may affect confidence in their own abilities, future 
expectations and the value they see in education.  Therefore Future 
First aim to transform this by providing young people with a chance 
to meet relatable role models, that can broaden their aspirations.  

Research on Transformation North West is being conducted in 
support of the UK Government’s Industrial Strategy, published 
in December 2017, which presents a plan for how to improve 
the country’s economy and productivity.  One of the biggest 
challenges is to make improvements across the entire country 
‘with opportunities available for everyone wherever they live’ (HM 
Government 2017, 229).  The UK has significant regional inequalities 
(Children’s Commissioner for England 2018; Cox 2018; Cox and 
Longlands 2016; HM Government 2017; Pike et al. 2016) and within 
those regions, there are inequalities that vary from place to place. 

Young people need to be provided with better opportunities 
to develop new skills and confidence required for the future 
employment markets, which will in turn have a positive influence 
on the UK’s workforce. Design approaches can be drawn upon to 
connect young people with businesses and future opportunities, 
enhancing learning experiences, generating meaningful encounters 
that contribute to growth and prosperity in communities across the 

UK.  In a co-design process,  participants with different backgrounds 
and experience actively participate in ‘collective creativity’, which 
is applied across an entire design process (Sanders and Stappers 
2008). In this process, participants share knowledge from their 
own backgrounds and develop a shared understanding and mutual 
learning in order to develop a design intervention. (Kleinsmann and 
Valkenberg 2008). 

In the North West of England, like other regions in the country, there 
are prosperous areas but there are also more deprived communities 
than many other regions in the country (Children’s Commissioner for 
England 2018; New Economy 2015; ONS 2016), badly affected by 
public funding cuts (CentreforCities 2019; Raikes and Johns 2019).  
Young people in these areas may face lower levels of educational 
attainment, weak employment markets, more low skilled, low paid 
employment, poor physical and mental wellbeing and poor transport 
links (Balata 2015; Goodwin and Heath 2016; Rodríguez-Pose 2018; 
Social Mobility Commission 2017).
 

http://transformationnorthwest.org
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Co-Design Approach

Laura’s research focuses on the use of a co-design to draw groups of people together, reflect on the challenges 
they face and work through stages in a design process.  In the design process, they share their views, work towards 
imagining alternatives and improvements together.  The approach acknowledges that the young people benefiting 
from the Future First alumni programme are experts in their own lived experience and therefore play a valuable 
role in shaping how the programme can be delivered.  Designers and those who specialise in facilitating alumni 
connections can play a role in creating an inclusive space and structure for young people to be supported to do 
this.  As well, as encouraging the young people to share their views with no judgement and helping to join the 
dots between future aspirations, identified areas for additional support and original ideas for how to make the 
programme work better for young people. This process itself can empower young people, boost confidence and 
creativity.

To achieve this in this project, year ten groups were invited from three schools to take part in creative and 
interactive workshops.  The workshops were two hours long, therefore they were quick paced and featured a 
series of activities structured and supported by a series of ‘design tools’ that would help each young person to 
contribute, reflect and share their ideas.  

The following pages contain details of the steps taken on the project.
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Part 1: 

Students describe themselves, what they are good at and where 
they live.

Part 2: 

They then imagine what they would like to do in the future,  
describing the sorts of skills they might have and where they might 
live.

Part 3: 

They visualise the journey between now and the future,  
highlighting steps they might take including; who they might speak 
to, what they might learn, where they might go.  They then highlight 
where these steps might take place, where something might get in 
the way and where they might like support.

This was supported by a three different design tools that  
connected together as we went along and colourful selection of  
different stickers to stick down and write on.  The activity  
successfully made the invisible, visible to everyone in the workshop.

Workshop Activity 1 - Future Journey

Example of completed Future Journey
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Blackpool
Activity 1 Responses
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The Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown interrupted our workshops and 
therefore the original plan had to adapted to work online in a 1 hour 
timeslot due to a concern over shortened attention spans on video calls.  
For this, the original plan was streamlined and took advantage of existing 
online platforms that allowed modification, including Google Jamboards, 
Padlet and Mentimeter.  The Future Journey tool, which proved successful 
in the physical workshop was posted to each participant to complete 
before we met online.  

To find out more about the online workshop with pupils in Stoke-on-Trent, 
please visit the blog post Laura has written about the experience here.

Online Workshop Adaptation

Responses on Google Jam Boards

Example of the pack posted to the participants

https://transformationnorthwest.org/taking-workshops-for-design-research-online/
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Stoke-on-Trent 
Activity 1 Responses
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Students describe the experience they had when meeting a former 
student and then come up with ideas to make the experience better.

This featured a design tool that guided the individual through 
various stages.

Workshop Activity 2 - Improve a Meeting

Example of response to how to improve a meeting with a former student

 
“His job interested 

me because he told us 
how much money he earns 

but he never told us the 
path to take.”

Activity 2: Results 
What they remembered about meeting a former student...



32 33

 
“I realised that 

if you work hard, you 
can get a  good job.”

Activity 2: Results 
What they remembered about meeting a former student, continued...

 
“Nervous.  I didn’t 

know what to say or 
what to ask.”

 
“Fun but just a 

bit nerve-racking.”

 
“It was very 
awkward.”

What the Stoke group remember about meeting a former student...

Activity 2: Results 
What they thought was useful
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Activity 2: Results 
What they did not think was useful

 
“Maybe the person 

who comes into school 
can tell us or me about their 

background and what type of 
people he spoke to on the 

way.” 
“It would be good to 

do it at a work place.” 
 

“I would appreciate it if they were 
friendly and had experience at 

giving presentations.”

Activity 2: Results 
Improvements to how they meet former students
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As you can see, the 

group want far more detail and 
clarity on the choices  the former 
student made and journey took.   
Perhaps clearer ways  for former  

students to communicate this 
information could be explored 

by the charity.

Activity 2: Results 
Improvements to how they meet former students

 
“They could ask 

about what we enjoy 
and give us ideas to help 
us choose from those.”

 
“I would change the 
way they supported  

people.  I would want them to 
ask others about what they 
could get better at and what 

they could do better.”

 
“They should also 

describe to use some 
things that we can do to 
give us more job ideas.”

 
There was a lot 

of other people there.  I 
would reduce the amount of  
people in the room to make 

it less awkward.

 
I would want it to 

be more appealing to  
everyone and not have it as 

who the bravest to  
everyone.

 
Engage with them 

more to make them feel 
comfortable as it’s usually 

quite awkward.

Activity 2: Results 
Improvements to how they meet former students (From the Online Workshop)

The responses above were collected through Padlet
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Students looked at how Future First operates and discuss and  
generate ideas for how to improve it and actively involve more young 
people.

This featured a large scale diagram of the service to stand around 
and add ideas on Sticky-Notes.

Workshop Activity 3 - Be Part of Future First

Level 3
Joining

Level 2
The Tech

Level 1
The Network

What You See at School

Future First & Transformation North West Co-Design Workshops 2020.  
www.transformationnorthwest.org

How would you like 
to be Involved?

What Goes On Beneath the Surface

Workshops
An opportunity to do engaging 
activities with former students

We come into school and do workshops on 
skill building and help you think about your 
future, bringing former students along with 
us to give you advice.

Posters
Communicating what former 
students do

We put posters up in the school to show 
you what some of the former students do 
now and what they look like.

Other Activities
Support from former students, 
who...

•  Come back to do talks, 
•  Give out awards,
•  Act as mentors, 
•  Give advice in lessons, 
•  Share their profi le with the school for you  
    to see and much more.

Main Contact
Future First have people who talk to 
schools and former students, and help 
to plan events for the year among other 
responsibilities.

Communication
We will need to get in contact with the 
former students to ask them to come in 
and help out with the workshops. 

Social Events
Former students are giving up their 
time. We arrange social events to show 
appreciation, which lets them come back to 
meet up with old school friends.

Tool kit
Website where schools can fi nd presentations, 
drafts of emails and lesson plans to help them 
deliver activities with alumni. Portal

A database which stores all the information 
about former students and helps us keep in 
touch.

Spreading the Word
We need people to inspire you! We need to 
get the word out to people who used to go 
to this school and we do this through social 
media, newspapers, fl yers and talking to lots 
of people!

Meeting
We have meetings with schools to plan the 
year ahead and train school staff on how to 
use our technology.

© Laura Wareing 2020
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Ideas for Improving Workshops
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Level 3
Joining

Level 2
The Tech

Level 1
The Network

What You See at School

Future First & Transformation North West Co-Design Workshops 2020.  
www.transformationnorthwest.org

How would you like 
to be Involved?

What Goes On Beneath the Surface

Workshops
An opportunity to do engaging 
activities with former students

We come into school and do workshops on 
skill building and help you think about your 
future, bringing former students along with 
us to give you advice.

Posters
Communicating what former 
students do

We put posters up in the school to show 
you what some of the former students do 
now and what they look like.

Other Activities
Support from former students, 
who...

•  Come back to do talks, 
•  Give out awards,
•  Act as mentors, 
•  Give advice in lessons, 
•  Share their profi le with the school for you  
    to see and much more.

Main Contact
Future First have people who talk to 
schools and former students, and help 
to plan events for the year among other 
responsibilities.

Communication
We will need to get in contact with the 
former students to ask them to come in 
and help out with the workshops. 

Social Events
Former students are giving up their 
time. We arrange social events to show 
appreciation, which lets them come back to 
meet up with old school friends.

Tool kit
Website where schools can fi nd presentations, 
drafts of emails and lesson plans to help them 
deliver activities with alumni. Portal

A database which stores all the information 
about former students and helps us keep in 
touch.

Spreading the Word
We need people to inspire you! We need to 
get the word out to people who used to go 
to this school and we do this through social 
media, newspapers, fl yers and talking to lots 
of people!

Meeting
We have meetings with schools to plan the 
year ahead and train school staff on how to 
use our technology.

© Laura Wareing 2020
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Ideas for Improving Alumni Network Decision Making in Schools

The tension we discovered through 
conversation is that for some pupils, being too 
involved with something, like organising alumni 
in schools, means that they risk being labelled a 
‘sweat’, which means trying too hard.

Level 3
Joining

Level 2
The Tech

Level 1
The Network

What You See at School

Future First & Transformation North West Co-Design Workshops 2020.  
www.transformationnorthwest.org

How would you like 
to be Involved?

What Goes On Beneath the Surface

Workshops
An opportunity to do engaging 
activities with former students

We come into school and do workshops on 
skill building and help you think about your 
future, bringing former students along with 
us to give you advice.

Posters
Communicating what former 
students do

We put posters up in the school to show 
you what some of the former students do 
now and what they look like.

Other Activities
Support from former students, 
who...

•  Come back to do talks, 
•  Give out awards,
•  Act as mentors, 
•  Give advice in lessons, 
•  Share their profi le with the school for you  
    to see and much more.

Main Contact
Future First have people who talk to 
schools and former students, and help 
to plan events for the year among other 
responsibilities.

Communication
We will need to get in contact with the 
former students to ask them to come in 
and help out with the workshops. 

Social Events
Former students are giving up their 
time. We arrange social events to show 
appreciation, which lets them come back to 
meet up with old school friends.

Tool kit
Website where schools can fi nd presentations, 
drafts of emails and lesson plans to help them 
deliver activities with alumni. Portal

A database which stores all the information 
about former students and helps us keep in 
touch.

Spreading the Word
We need people to inspire you! We need to 
get the word out to people who used to go 
to this school and we do this through social 
media, newspapers, fl yers and talking to lots 
of people!

Meeting
We have meetings with schools to plan the 
year ahead and train school staff on how to 
use our technology.

© Laura Wareing 2020
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Ideas for Other Activities

“Come back later  
to explain my job.” 
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Level 3
Joining

Level 2
The Tech

Level 1
The Network

What You See at School

Future First & Transformation North West Co-Design Workshops 2020.  
www.transformationnorthwest.org

How would you like 
to be Involved?

What Goes On Beneath the Surface

Workshops
An opportunity to do engaging 
activities with former students

We come into school and do workshops on 
skill building and help you think about your 
future, bringing former students along with 
us to give you advice.

Posters
Communicating what former 
students do

We put posters up in the school to show 
you what some of the former students do 
now and what they look like.

Other Activities
Support from former students, 
who...

•  Come back to do talks, 
•  Give out awards,
•  Act as mentors, 
•  Give advice in lessons, 
•  Share their profi le with the school for you  
    to see and much more.

Main Contact
Future First have people who talk to 
schools and former students, and help 
to plan events for the year among other 
responsibilities.

Communication
We will need to get in contact with the 
former students to ask them to come in 
and help out with the workshops. 

Social Events
Former students are giving up their 
time. We arrange social events to show 
appreciation, which lets them come back to 
meet up with old school friends.

Tool kit
Website where schools can fi nd presentations, 
drafts of emails and lesson plans to help them 
deliver activities with alumni. Portal

A database which stores all the information 
about former students and helps us keep in 
touch.

Spreading the Word
We need people to inspire you! We need to 
get the word out to people who used to go 
to this school and we do this through social 
media, newspapers, fl yers and talking to lots 
of people!

Meeting
We have meetings with schools to plan the 
year ahead and train school staff on how to 
use our technology.

© Laura Wareing 2020
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Ideas for Improving Communication

The groups both in Blackpool and Stoke-on-Trent generated 
a variety of good ideas through the use of the Iceberg tool, 
however, arguably the ideas are limited because they have been 
generated within the constraints of how Future First already 
operates.  It is clear from the amount of ideas produced when 
asked what sort of other activities they would like, that they 
produced the most ideas.  Therefore it is recommended that idea 
generation approach asks open questions instead of presenting 
what Future First already does.   
 
For example:
What sort of people inspired you?
What sort of sort of learning activities make  
make you feel engaged and happy?
What helps you to make plans for the future?

The challenge is then for the facilitator(s) to then help the group 
develop the ideas further, test them and put them into action, 
which may need expertise from Future First.

Challenges

Responses generated in the online workshop
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To conclude the workshop, we asked each participant to record in 
secret what they had gained from the workshop, how they would 
like to be personally involved going forward and rate how well 
listened and involved they felt during the workshop.

Workshop Activity 4 - Evaluation
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Evaluation Postcard Responses When asked if the workshop had made them think differently about anything...
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“It’s good to know that there’s going to be more help where careers are concerned.   It would be great to see a wider variety of jobs 
other than police, army, teacher etc.”

“The way I’d like to be involved is helping to organise the workshop as I like to get involved in different events at school.”

“I would like to have someone in the current job that I want to have (coder) to help me to understand what I need to get there.”

Stoke-on-Trent Responses
Responses gathered through Mentimeter

Responses sent through the post:

Despite the setbacks and challenges, the design of the workshop helped 
us to really get to know the pupils, in terms of their hopes for the future, 
the barriers they worried about facing and the targeted support they 
might need.  The tools used in the workshops made reflections, views and 
thoughts visible and made plans and ideas easier to articulate and share.  

What was particularly striking was that the workshop was highly inclusive; 
everyone was able to make a valuable contribution, even though they 
showed signs of low confidence.  All of the pupils who attended said that 
they had learnt more about future jobs, that they wanted to be more 
involved in the programme delivery in school and that they felt highly 
involved and listened to in the workshop.  Some said they felt motivated to 
work harder at school and one pupil said the workshop had made him do 
the most thinking he had ever done in school!  

The groups had many ideas of how to improve the experience of meeting 
alumni, which included meeting in smaller groups so that everyone could 
feel more comfortable, having more conversation and feedback around 
helping young people connect what they enjoy to future job possibilities, a 
need for more detail on the specific journey the alumni took to get where 
they are now and more support around mental health and wellbeing. 

More detailed findings will be published in the future. 

Summary of Workshop Findings

Sharing thoughts on improving meetings with former students.
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Next Steps

This project is a strong foundation for Future First’s first steps into  
co-design.  In this project’s very short co-design workshops we really only 
managed to scratch the surface of what is possible in a co-design process, 
in which the charity can support young people to generate fresh, new ideas 
that benefit young people at a transitional point in their lives.  This can 
be built on by adding additional stages to the process where the ideas are 
fleshed out and made a reality in partnership with young people.  In this 
way, the voices of young people are truly heard, they are empowered and 
have a positive influence on programme delivery, feeding into students’ 
motivation, confidence and life chances.

Although we only delivered two workshops, plenty of research insights 
were delivered on both the young people’s thoughts and ideas, as well 
as the design approach itself.  Further information will emerge as Laura 
progresses with writing her overall PhD thesis. 

Photograph from planning session
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Contact the Author

The tools are available under the following Creative Commons license https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
Download the tools here https://tinyurl.com/y278fvnq

Download the workshop tools
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