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introduction

This research project has been proposed by Paide
Theater and is part of their action Paide 3000 – a
utopia of a community. Paide 3000 is a series of
actions coordinated by Paide Theater, that
commences in February 2021 and ends when all
relevant questions have found their responses. At the
heart of the project is the community where Paide
3000 explores the relationships of community and art
with an example of a town by posing 2 main
questions: how to regenerate the ability to dream in
a society that has lost its imagination and if and how
could art, artists and creativity contribute to this
process.

The final outcome of this research is not typical for a
research project. The aim of the project’s final design
is creating an utopian vision of a selected topic
discussing the town of Paide at an public event of
Theater of Paide.
The design research methods include interviews,
probing and co-creating workshops.

Design & Technology Futures Master’s programme
students were invited to participate for one semester
in the questions concerning the community of Paide.
Our postgraduate students visited the town
repeatedly for the research purposes and were
initially briefed of social and cultural insights about
the town of Paide through the perspectives of the
employees of Paide Music and Theater House, the
previous mayor of Paide and the Head of Paide’s
Social Department.
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problem
statement
The initial overview of problems concerning the town
were communicated to us by the locals as first input
and starting point. From their perspective the issues
the town was addressing included its lack of identity,
little interaction between its smaller communities,
lack of outdoor activities, lack of attractive
employment and working opportunities for all
generations, poor infrastructure and people born in
Paide leaving the town and in most cases – not
returning. The main aspiration for the inhabitants
reflected in the general wish for the overall wellbeing of the families and elderly living in Paide.
Also, it was noted that the people and their families
that commute outside of Paide to work would lack in
quality family time.

or secondary education would leave the town to
pursue their independent life or further higher
education. For years, it has been an issue that people
who leave are not moving back. On the other hand,
the impressions of people born in Paide who had left
the town and had now moved back to the town –
expressed that it has been a highly convenient
decision for them to move back. The town has a lot of
potential in overall well-being in having a great
peaceful environment and many activities for the
young to participate in as hobbies.The returners are
satisfied with their decision and as they are raising
their kids in Paide, they would be happy to see more
people and families following this path.

As Paide does not have a higher education
institution, the general norm has been that the young
who graduate from their mandatory comprehensive
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problem
specification

To continue with the research, the first iterations of
analysing the problem space led to narrowing down
the focus area and the decision was made to focus on
the age group of 14-19 year olds.
It was mentioned on several occasions through
stakeholder interviews with the locals that the young
in Paide do not have meeting and hang out spaces
available in the afterhours. They either go sporting,
participate in hobby activities or work on their extra
curricula. When outside of home, it is popular to hang
out in the parking lots. Our team took the lead on the
latter and started mapping how the young are
actually using the streets of Paide and what are their
top places to go when they meet friends.
Our aim was to find out through the high schoolers if
the stories of young mostly hanging out. As the
problem was specified that the youth does not have
places to spend spare time inside the town, the
research was narrowed to focusing on how and how
much the youth uses the town’s public space and
what are the actions and activities that take place.
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cultural
probes

cultural
probes
In order to gather deeper insights, a Cultural Probe
was implemented with the aim to get closer to the
young people of Paide and learn how they spend
their time on the streets of Paide.
A probe is a research method that helps to
understand the everyday challenges, goals and
needs of participants who document and reflect on
certain aspects of their lives over a longer period of
time. Our probe consisted of a six-day diary with a
daily assignment of documenting their time spent on
the streets of Paide and the related emotions, and a
short exercise either aiming to understand what

street culture was currently like in Paide or picking
their brains on how to better the street life. Initially,
finding young people to participate in the task
proved to be challenging as none of us had any direct
connections to this age group in Paide. A few of the
contacts were received through Paide Theatre, but
most were found through Facebook. We reached out
to the members of the Student Board of Paide
Gymnasium and found many, who were keen to
participate. During our visit to Paide, when handing
out the kits, we also made an impromptu visit to the
Paide Youth Centre where we met with some of the
active members who ended up participating in the
study and became our close contact throughout this
project.
Finally, we handed out 15 probe kits to young people
from Paide Secondary School and Paide Youth
Centre. With probes, you have to take into account
that as it is a task that requires attention from
participants over a longer period of time, not all
might follow through, so in the end we received back
13 kits.
The probes gave us an understanding of how young
people currently spend their time outdoors and
where they see the need and/or room for
improvement for the time spent outdoors to be more
meaningful. After analysing the results from the
probes, three themes emerged.
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Lack of an inspiring
environment

Young people like and want to spend time outdoors, but struggle to find
meaningful activities and lack an inspiring environment. They are missing
hangout spots dedicated to late teens as most outdoor spots have been
designed for children or young teens.

Need for their
own space

The need for space is always apparent with young people and this was also
noticeable through the probes. Young people like to spend time with their
peers and miss having their own spaces where they can discover
themselves as separate beings from their families.

Small town life is
appealing

Maybe more surprisingly, it turned out that young people from Paide find
the small town life appealing and are not necessarily considering moving to
larger cities in Estonia or going abroad. The main reason for leaving the
town is the lack of opportunities, however if there were more available,
then Paide could be attractive enough to stay.

probes
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workshop 1

AIM
Based on the insights of the probes, we moved on to
our first workshop. The aim of the workshop was to
work with the youth of Paide to discover more deeply
what the urban space of their dreams could be like in
Paide. Through creative exercises, the participants
were able to fly their imaginations and map out
possible solutions to the current problem space.

co-design
workshop 1

The workshop consisted of two main exercises and
started off with an ice breaker, so that all participants
could get to know each other better and find a
common language of communication. Although it
was difficult to plan the workshop due to the
pandemic, we still managed to meet physically and a
total of three young people from Paide participated
in the workshop. Certainly, a larger number of
participants would have given us more input from
different young people's perspectives, but working
together physically gave the workshop its value and
an opportunity for more active discussion. The
workshop took place in the Paide Youth Center.

ICE BREAKER
We started off with an icebreaker exercise where the
aim was to get to know all participants and to
prepare the young people for the topic oriented
exercises ahead. Thanks to the ice breaker, a
common language of communication was quickly
found and a positive atmosphere was created.
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EXERCISE 1
The first exercise moved into the main topic of the
workshop and the young people were asked to write
down all the keywords that relate to street culture for
them. To make sure the task was understandable,
the meaning of street culture was discussed. Paper,
colored markers and post its were given out to the
participants so that they could choose the preferred
method for working and that they could have the
possibility to move and group the keywords around
on the paper. No restrictive rules were set for the
task.
The participants discussed the task independently,
the design team did not participate in the exercise
together with them. Instead, a separate group was
formed and the task was separately done. The
participants still had the possibility to ask for help if
they would run into a dead end.
Although no boundaries were set for the exercise the
workgroup was mostly thinking about the street life
of Paide and most examples were based on current
street life of Paide. Keywords were about the physical
urban space, the community and the interaction
between them, the events taking place in the urban
space, the accompanying atmosphere, etc.

From that point the exercise moved on with a second
task. The participants were asked to group the
keywords and choose two groups that speak to them
most in urban culture. One extra group was chosen
by the design team to complement the course of
action and to bring the participants out of the
ordinary way of thinking. In the next step, the
participants described what the city space of Paide
could look like based on the selected topics.
The participants explored the ideas how to give new
meaning to unused spaces around Paide and how
to implement new places for socialising. From
discussions during the task it came out that Paide is
lacking spaces for socialising and meeting new
people. They also tried to find solutions to keep
youngsters out of trouble and find meaningful ways
for them to express themselves which led the
participants to discuss the role of parents in young
people's lives and how parents could be educated on
guiding their children to find their vocation.
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Key takeaways

EXERCISE 2
The setting of the second exercise was more concrete
than the first one and led the topic to a car free
utopia. Participants were asked to imagine a car-free
Paide and to mark down different ideas how Paide
would change if cars no longer existed in the city.
Above all, the discussions took a quick turn to solving
a problem on how to move around Paide without
cars, playful and adrenaline-rich ideas on how to
make the city of Paide more attractive and exciting
were brought to the discussion. In the second half of
the exercise, the participants started to think of
possibilities how the free urban space that was left of
roads could be reused. The free space was mainly
associated with space that could be used for new
buildings. However, increasing greenery in the
cityscape was also brought out. It was discussed how
such a situation would change the atmosphere and
the community of Paide. The search for solutions was
mainly based on how to make Paide a city that would
never get boring.

As we kept on encouraging the participants to think
more outside the box as this was an Utopia where
“everything was possible”, they started opening up
and imagining a dream world of Paide. Their initial
wish was rather simple, but something they kept on
coming back to- they were wishing for a 24/7 house
meant for young people, where they could have
endless opportunities to express themselves. As we
were constantly repeating that this was a “everything
was possible” type of scenario, then eventually they
came to the realization that they could rethink
entirely how the whole community works and this
would result in an ideal environment for everyone
living in Paide.
The
participants
discussed
self-sufficient
communities, revaluation of the worldview and a
new welfare society. To achieve this new community,
they proposed that as a starting point, all
curriculums should be redesigned in a way that
would take into account the wishes and needs of
each student, and that parents should be more
involved and aware in the educational system to
ultimately achieve a healthier and more open
community.

We entered the first workshop with the desire to get
feedback and input from local young people on
rethinking the street life of Paide but we exited with
new points of insight:

Young people in Paide are lacking the
opportunities to express themselves.

Empowering young people by
rethinking their education systems.

Involvement of parents in their
children's development, selfdiscovery and educational system.
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interview
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Source: TreRaadio.ee [3]

interview

The previously examined probes revealed that in
Paide there is an escape room which is led by a small
group of young people, with historian Ründo Mülts
and his colleagues as their mentors. Those young
people have been given an opportunity to carry out a
project and learn the knowledge about project
management
and
entrepreneurship
while
experimenting and having fun. Based on that an
interview was conducted with Ründo Mülts to find
out what motivated the historian to work with young
people and what his prospects are for the future of
Paide.
Self-expression is important for youth and they want
to express themselves with friends, away from adult
eyes. This is why it is important to provide youth with
possibilities where they could express themselves
and feel empowered. It is not always necessary to
have adults who lead and young people who follow
the tasks assigned to them. Young people need to be
trusted and adults can be present when the help or
mentoring is needed. Youth are much more capable
than we often think and they need to be given a
chance to prove themselves. That's why adults and
youth should be equal and the communication with
them should be horizontal in any way. xx

Paide is an ideal place where young people could
carry out projects similar to the escape room. There
is a lot of free urban space that could be used to
create something valuable with the help of young
people. The main problem that limits the possibilities
for youth to feel empowered is the lack of mentors
who would encourage and guide them through the
process.
For Ründo it is important that in the future Paide
would be a place where young people would like to
return and start their own family someday, so that
the place would be inviting with its homeliness and
possibilities for growth.
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reframing
If youth empowerment and finding a personal calling would be at the heart of a
utopia, then rethinking the educational system would have the most significant
effect.
Based on the learnings from the workshop and interviews we identified that in
order for the youth to get more control of their lives and the use of time, get
better direction towards their ambitions and desires and generally to be more
empowered in creating a future for themselves, a change in the educational
system could be ideated.
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workshop 2
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co-design
workshop 2
We entered the second workshop with the intention to get real insight from the
youngsters themselves on the deficits of the current education and high school
system, trying to capture shortcomings of their empowerment as well as trying to get
them onboard for trying to vision a society without high school.
Since we knew many of the participants already from the previous workshop and
prior contact, the introductory phase went smoothly as we encouraged everyone to
share some facts about themselves that would be surprising to the others.
Figure 1. Laura Lundy model. Created and modified by the authors.
With the first exercise of the workshop, we asked the participants to try and list out
missing aspects of their lives in a matrix of space, voice, influence, and audience. In
addition to getting a better comprehension of the mental image of the youngsters as
part of our research, the aim of the exercise was to get them thinking about aspects of
their lives in a wider scale and not just related to the mundane everyday tasks, setting
the tone for the task that we planned to follow-up with.

Laura Lundy has conceptualized these four categories (see Figure 1) to aid the
meaningful and effective implementation of a child’s right to participate by focusing
attention on the distinct but interrelated elements [1].
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With the second exercise of the workshop, we aimed to
validate our concept proposal of getting rid of high school
altogether and how learning could take place in such a
society. We were looking for input from the participants
about the aspects which they found critically important with
such a concept, where they would see opportunities as well
as shortcomings as well as trying to highlight some aspects
of the current system that should be avoided.
We prepared a template with elements of the concept
system so that the scope of ideas would be as wide and
relevant as possible with a number of guiding questions in
each area to nudge the flow of thinking and ideas.

20
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To a significant extent the success of the exercise was dependent on the
proactiveness of the participants and the people that our team was able to bring
onboard was crucial.
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A relevant part of the exercise was the reflection and clarification of ideas after the
participants had finished with their group work. Many ideas got clarified, refined,
and elaborated upon. So, a free dialogue format to conclude the exercise was highly
valuable.

Insights from the workshop
People should be assessed based on their individuality and
strengths.
Gaining knowledge should be a journey and not a destination.
The opportunity to curate one’s learning journey with the topics that
are individually interesting and motivating, would lead to a better
crystallization of the gained knowledge.
The system should support nurturing creativity and individuality.
There should be more flexibility to take control of their own time
schedule.
Participation in projects with likeminded people would lead to more
meaningful connections to peers.
An alternative system would lead to better mental and physical
individual health and to a healthier society.
The youth want to be empowered and make more profound
decisions about their educational journey.
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current school
system critique
Exams and grades

The workshop participants identified the main
shortcomings with the current school system as
follows:

All the tests, exams, and grades,
which are a major stress factor and do
not give an accurate image of the
person.

Classroom style

Classroom style of teaching, or the
teacher-centered
model,
where
students are "empty vessels,”
listening
to
and
absorbing
information.
The environment that is always the
same and therefore quickly becomes
boring and un-inspirational.

Kills creativity

The outcome, which is molded youth.
So, the system tries to fit everyone
inside the same box.

Unchanging environment

Youth are molded

Creativity is heavily tampered if not
killed entirely.
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Utopian Paide
- where the high school is abolished and replaced with restructured and
practical way of gaining knowledge
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design concept
for utopia
P/areng is a vision of utopian Paide, where
the practical and systematically accepted knowledge gaining
relies on self-initiative and empowerment of the youth.
The utopian Paide enables the
young to adapt easily to an independent life in the society.
It is a place where youngsters can curate their own
learning programs and follow them through in their own pace. Based
on their individual strengths and needs, they gain knowledge through
practical and often collaborative daily activities that include i.e.
participating in projects and volunteering of their soul's liking.
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the ecosystem
Young people enter the P/areng system right after
finishing middle school. Besides having finished middle
school, there are no other requirements to become part of
P/areng and young people are enrolled automatically.
They start off by meeting with the mentor(s) and
discussing their interests. Through setting goals for
oneself, a personalised program is put together with the
mentor(s) and this program is updated as goals are
achieved/ change. Each young person moves through the
program at their own pace and decides when they want to
put more time into learning certain topics and spend less
or no time on others as they understand, what works for
them and what interests them. There is constant
mentorial help available and mentors keep an eye on the
young person's development and achieving of set goals.
There is no set finish-line in P/areng. One can be a part of
the system as long as they truly feel that they have found
their calling. They can then move on to develop their
professional lives, but in ways they will always be a part of
the system, either when they themselves need support or
they feel like supporting others in their journey.
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social circle
With a complex system as such, it is important for the
young person to have a strong support network in order to
help them achieve their personal and professional goals.
P/areng envisions for all stakeholders to be in a supportive
relationship. The stakeholders are all closely connected
and actively involved in the system to best benefit
everyone.
The individual approach to knowledge gaining fosters
flxible time management enabling the nurturing of the
connections with different stakeholders.
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topics
When compiling projects, the project curators make sure
that the widest possible learning scope is covered. To
achieve this, curators have guidance on topics to embed
into the main projects. Not all topics are mandatory, but
through the desired path, young people would also
acquire basic knowledge. If one is not interested in a
particular topic, one is not obliged to include this topic.
During the project, basic knowledge is acquired through
life situations, which eliminates theoretical and
compulsory learning.
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set of "rules"
Other than the development of each young person in the
system being monitored to ensure that they are motivated
and achieving their goals, there are no strict rules set for
the system for everyone to follow. All young people are
accepted to the system automatically after middle school
and everyone is expected to move forward in the system
(set new goals, update their program), when they are
ready to take on more challenges.
Young people in the P/areng system are encouraged to
explore around to find what most interests them and to
always ask for help, when needed as well as support
others who might need help. Everyone is also encouraged
to balance out their activities in a way, that best benefits
their physical, mental and emotional wellbeing.
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environment
For the P/areng system to work well and be effective
to potentially everyone, the environment, consisting
of physical, psychological and social circumstances,
is one of the key aspects. In order for young people to
be able to gain knowledge in an exciting and
memorable way, the environment needs to be
supportive, changing and inspirational.
Switching between different spaces, outdoor and
indoor; learning through various different
experiences; doing project work and working in
groups, but also individual learning are all elements
that are present in the system to create for a
stimulating environment. Everyone being supportive
towards each other (peers, mentors, educators,...)
with the mindset "Everyone can learn from
everyone" creates equality where all can feel like
their giving and receiving is well balanced.
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checkpoints
There are several ways to evaluate what one has
acquired. The review of the acquisition of knowledge is
particularly important for analysing progress in the
chosen field.
One of them is individual meetings with a mentor. More
in-depth checkpoints are carried out periodically, but
mentoring meet-ups can also take place when needed.
One can express the need for mentoring at all times and
the other way around as well.

32

motivation
In order to study and develop oneself when there is no
school in today's sense it is essential to keep the motivation
up. This is maintained by the constant change of the
surroundings, where development takes place in different
environments, thereby also gaining experience in working
with different people in different settings.
Working with peers who share common interests or goals
helps in keeping the motivation up. Through the process, it
is possible to meet like-minded people and thus create new
acquaintances. The program is designed to be constantly
evolving in a way that the urge to learn is continuously high.
Learning is exciting and linked directly to one's interests.
The workload of the system is reasonable and can be
adjusted to individual needs while keeping it challenging yet
rewarding.
The understanding that one is equal to the peers and that
individuals are being heard adds motivation to strive
further. The motivation is also maintained by the knowledge
that the mentor's support is always there, and that the
mentor can always be approached.
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advantages
The expected outcome of the system is an equal society,
where all people are physically, emotionally and mentally
strong as they have been actively practising physical,
psychological and social wellbeing throughout their journey
within the system. Those people can successfully take care of
themselves as they have gained practical knowledge for life.
Overall, the key value of the P/areng system ultimately lies in
achieving a healthy society.
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knowledge gaining

P/areng takes into account, that learning takes place all
the time, not only when time is specifically dedicated to
learning. Everything we do and all interactions we have,
include something meaningful and beneficial for our
development.
Within the P/areng system, there is the curated program
for each young person to follow. This can involve
individual or group work, project work and such. But
knowledge gaining also happens outside of the curated
program. Having conversations with your neighbour or
with a stranger, watching a documentary on Netflix, or
helping someone push start their car are only a few
examples of how we gain new knowledge and/or develop
our skills.
Considering that we learn best through practice, then all
such unplanned or more relaxed activities can help us
achieve our goals faster.

35

technology
The role of technology is to support the system in running seamlessly.
Technology is present in every step of the way, as it already is today,
but we propose in giving existing technologies a more human centred
value.
Due to technology being ever-present in our lives, we are constantly
being monitored in both- online and live environments. Our interests
are being interpreted and behaviours predicted to market products
and services that we might benefit from.
We propose using such monitoring to curate the search for knowledge
and calling. This way all the new knowledge that is gained and every
skill that is developed, whether collaborated or uncollaborated, will
be accounted for during checkpoint evaluation. Based on that a
digital "Calling Profile" will be created that will provide the input for
nudging us towards different fields and levels of our passion and
would thus contribute to the discovery of our true potential .
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conclusion
This research project was proposed by Paide Theater as part of their action
Paide 3000 – a utopia of a community. We were given a briefing about the
town life and the community and several pain points were brought out
which gave the input to our project. Our task was to get to know the Paide
community, learn about their dreams and their concerns, and through codesign propose a possible desirable future for the community.
Our team's interest was working with the youth of Paide as we learned, that
young people in Paide lack hangout spots and thus kill their time in parks
and parking lots without much meaning to the time spent with their peers.
We were interested in changing this around and creating an inspiring and
exciting environment, where young people could feel empowered.

Stemming from the idea, that high school education is not mandatory in
Estonia, we decided to get rid of high school entirely. Our proposal- P/arengintroduces a vision of gaining knowledge that relies on the initiative and
empowerment of youth, thus enabling them to adapt more fluently to an
independent life in the society. The aim of our vision is to enable each young
person to find their life's calling. This is achieved through a physically,
emotionally and mentally supportive environment, where young people are
encouraged to discover their interests, work towards their goals and
constantly develop their skills and knowledge to ultimately find their
passion in life.
Our vision has been created with having youth empowerment and the idea
"Youth is the present" in mind, but we see an opportunity here to applying
this vision to the overall community, where people of all ages can join and
be a part of the system, whether they need support themselves or wish to
offer support to others.

Through our several meet-ups with the young people of Paide, we
eventually realised that designing something to fulfil their free time in a
more meaningful way would still not be sufficient, as large portions of their
days are spent within the educational system. Not only are they at school
five times a week, but they also have homework during the evening and at
weekends. This realisation lead us to rethink the educational system.
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