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Welcome!  
We are very excited to share the 
results and learnings of three years 
running The Connective Detective. With 
this report, we would like to inspire 
you about how to integrate young 
voices into our (smart) cities and 
share knowledge around connectivity. 
Have fun exploring! 

Clara Butz 
Project Lead ‘The Connective Detective’, 
Trinity College Dublin 
 

 

Forward  

Today technology is woven into 
almost every aspect of our daily lives, 
shaping how we learn, communicate, 
travel, access services and 
participate in society. Yet while 
technology surrounds us, the 
systems, networks and algorithms 
that influence our choices and 
experiences are often invisible or 
poorly understood, even by those who 
use them every day. In this context, 
developing technological 
understanding is no longer simply an  
educational aspiration. It is an 
essential component of citizenship. 

 

 

This is why programmes such as The 
Connective Detective are so important. 
Rather than focusing solely on using 
technology, the programme 
encourages children to ask deeper 
questions: How does technology 
work? Who designs it? How does it 
influence our communities and daily 
lives? Most importantly, how can 
young people shape technology to 
address challenges that matter to 
them? 

The programme recognises 
something that educators have long 
understood: children learn best 
through active participation. 
Hands-on, playful and experiential 
learning enables young people to 
explore complex ideas in ways that 
are engaging, meaningful and 
memorable. Through investigation, 
experimentation and creative 
problem-solving, children develop not 
only technical understanding but 
also confidence, curiosity and a 
sense of agency. Importantly, the 
programme is inclusive in its 
approach, creating opportunities for 
all children to engage with 
technology as creators, designers and 
critical thinkers. 

A particular strength of Connective 
Detective is its commitment to 
listening to young people and 
recognising them as active citizens 
in their own communities.  

 

 
 

 
3 

 
 



 

 

The programme creates meaningful 
opportunities for children to identify 
challenges, develop solutions and 
communicate their ideas to 
researchers, community groups and 
decision-makers. In doing so, it 
demonstrates the importance of 
taking young people's voices 
seriously and creating pathways 
through which those voices can 
influence change. As an educator and 
researcher working at the 
intersection of technology and 
education, I am particularly 
encouraged by the programme's 
emphasis on learning through 
participation. Students develop their 
understanding of communications 
networks and smart-city 
technologies and apply that 
knowledge to challenges they have 
identified in their own communities 
and to share those to a wider 
audience. This progression from 
understanding, to creation, to 
engagement is powerful. The next and 
most important step is influence: 
ensuring that young people's ideas 
are not only heard but are genuinely 
considered in the decisions and 
developments that shape their 
communities. 

Since its launch in 2024, The 
Connective Detective has grown 
significantly and has already 
demonstrated a remarkable impact.  

 

 

These achievements speak not only 
to the scale of participation but also 
to the appetite among young people 
and communities for meaningful 
engagement with technology and 
innovation. Partnerships between 
schools, researchers, local authorities 
and industry partners played an 
important role in this success.  

Looking ahead, I am excited by the 
programme's potential. The 
achievements documented in this 
report represent an important 
foundation, but they are only the 
beginning. There is an opportunity to 
extend the programme's reach, 
engage more schools and 
communities, and amplify the voices 
of even more young people. At a time 
when technology is reshaping our 
world at an unprecedented pace, 
initiatives that help children 
understand technology, question it, 
influence it and use it for the 
common good have never been more 
important. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Ann Devitt 
Associate Professor & Head of School of 
Education, Trinity College Dublin   
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Testimonials 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"People can sometimes feel uncertain 
about the technology. Through 

programmes like The Connective 
Detective, we can help people better 
understand how smart technologies 

work, by building awareness and 
aiming to reduce the uncertainty." 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

"Inspiring the next generation means 
more than teaching STEM – it means 
empowering young people to ask real 

questions, tackle real-world problems, 
and see themselves as active 

contributors to their communities. The 
Connective Detective does exactly that." 
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The Connective 
Detective 
 
Who says smart cities can’t be fun?! The 
Connective Detective is a free smart city 
education workshop series designed and 
developed by Academy of the Near Future 
(ANF) to explore telecommunications, 
smart cities and connectivity.  

 

The target audience for the Connective 
Detective programme are primary school 
students (5th/ 6th class). The goal of the 
workshop series is to educate the 
students on the topics 
telecommunications/ connectivity/ 
smart cities with age-appropriate and 
hands-on methods while inspiring an 
interest in STEM, create a sense of 
ownership and get students involved in 
the decisions of the local community.  

The Connective Detective consists of four 
interconnected workshops and an 
exhibition displaying smart city 
prototypes created by the students as an 
end-of-year showcase.  

The workshop series was developed in 
2023, piloted in 2024 and is ongoing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANF is a smart city education 
programme consisting of three team 
members and is part of Smart 
Docklands. Smart Docklands is a 
smart city testbed in the heart of 
Dublin’s Docklands. Established in 
2018, the programme is funded and 
developed by Dublin City Council (DCC) 
and CONNECT Research Ireland Centre 
for Future Networks (CONNECT), 
headquartered at Trinity College 
Dublin.  
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The Team 
 

The Connective Detective is led and delivered by Clara Butz, strongly supported by Grace 
D’Arcy and Mariana Chihenseck Blanco! 

 

Partner 

We are very thankful for the support from: 
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Our Journey 

The Connective Detective was developed 
in 2023 and first piloted in 2024. The first 
pilot consisted of three 90 min 
workshops and focused on 
telecommunication and connectivity. 
After the first pilot, in 2024 a smart city 
element was added to include young 
voices in the smart city discourse.  

 

 

Since then, the programme consists of 
four 90 min workshops and an exhibition 
showcase event. Here selected students 
present their own smart city prototypes 
to smart city professionals, including 
researchers/ professors.  Afterwards the 
exhibition is open to the public. Besides 
the exhibition, we organise community 
workshops that are free and open to the 
public.  
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Evaluation as part of 
the Journey 
It is important to us that the content of 
the workshop series is valuable to our 
participants and also contribute to the 
aims we have set for ourselves (see next 
page). Therefore, when creating the 
workshop series we sought advice from 
experts. We asked for input from 
researchers from CONNECT, the 
telecommunications industry, a primary 
teacher and youth representatives.  
 
During the pilot, we gathered deeper 
insights and got great feedback from the 
participants about what they learned, 
what they enjoyed the most and what the 
least. This was very helpful to adjust 
some of our activities and to make the 
workshop series even more interactive. 
We also asked for verbal feedback from 
the class teachers to get insight on what 
structure and timeline is working best 
for the schools. Finally, we were in close 
contact with researchers and 
professionals to make sure the 
information we share is up to date.   
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

As our aim was to include students in 
the discourse around smart cities, we 
wanted to strengthen the connectivity  
content even more. Therefore we changed 
the focus from telecommunication alone 
to connectivity and added the smart city 
element after the first pilot. Further, we 
added another 90min workshop (from 
three to four workshops), to have more 
time with the students.  
 
To this day, we still ask for feedback after 
each workshop and gather insights in 
the impact of the workshop through a 
pre- and post- questionnaire.  
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Aims 
By delivering the Connective Detective we 
want to make a difference on two 
different levels - education and 
participation.  

There is a lot of fear and 
miscommunication around technology 
used in smart cities. A large-scale 
international study by Cambridge 
University in 2018 uncovered widespread 
public distrust of authority across 
Europe and the United States, with 
distrust of technology being particularly 
pervasive. 1 in 5 adults in England agreed 
to some extent that “coronavirus is 
caused by 5G and is a form of radiation 
poisoning transmitted through radio 
waves.” [1].  

Further, research shows that children are 
not included in the smart city discourse 
as they are not seen as active citizens 
[2–4]. They are seen as being immature, 
innocent and inexperienced because of 
their age [2–5]. Therefore children are rarely 
educated on smart city matters and are 
rarely considered in smart city projects 
[2,6].  

 

 

Children living in disadvantaged areas 
are particularly at risk of exclusion from 
smart city engagements and not be seen 
as smart city stakeholders [7,8].  

To tackle the gaps shown in the research, 
the mission of the Connective Detective 
is to empower children by sharing  
information about smart city 
technologies and telecommunication 
infrastructure in a way that is accessible 
to them. We want to engage children as 
equal citizens and build their knowledge 
and understanding. When information is 
shared with young people and their 
communities from all parts of the city, 
opportunities for conversations and 
participation will open up. In the long 
term it helps reduce fears and 
uncertainties about smart city 
technologies and telecommunications 
infrastructure, which results in 
empowered, more open and adaptive 
communities who are interested in  
future developments. As research has 
shown that participation in the 
community at a young age is essential to 
become an engaged citizen as an adult, 
this is laying the foundation for having 
engaged citizens in the future  [3,6,9–12].  
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Participation Model by Lundy  

To ensure that the young participants in 
our programme feel seen and part of 
their city, we aligned our programme as 
closely as possible to the model of 
participation by Lundy (2007)[13]. Lundy 
describes four elements that have to be 
installed in a chronological order to 
conceptualise a child’s right to 
participation, as laid down in Article 12 of 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child[13]:  

Space - Children must be given safe, 
inclusive opportunities to form and 
express their view 

Voice - Children must be facilitated to 
express their view 

Audience - The view must be listened to 

Influence - The view must be acted upon, 
as appropriate 

 

 

 

 

Lundy Model Implementation 

Therefore, during Workshop 1 & 2 (space) 
the focus is on conveying knowledge and 
answering questions so that the 
students form a comprehensive 
understanding of telecommunications, 
networks, connectivity and smart cities.  

After those two workshops the students 
reflect on what they learned and the 
workshops. 

“I think it was really good, because 
people actually get exposure to what 

happens behind the screen when you’re 
texting and calling and stuff.”  

(Female participant, 5th class) 

The learning posters created by the 
students showed that the students are 
very capable of reconstructing how data 
travels and what infrastructure is used 
to create connectivity and 
telecommunication networks.  

Include Young Voices 

After the students gained knowledge, the 
focus shifts. In Workshop 3 (voice) the 
focus changes from knowledge transfer 
to knowledge application. The students 
explore  smart cities further and learn 
about problems cities have to face in the 
future with one final aim: The students 
brainstormed what problems they 
noticed in their local area and how to go 
into action.  
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This is a planned build up to encourage 
young people to raise their voices and 
share their views and ideas on how they 
see our cities. We want to know: What 
problems do they identify? What would they 
do to improve our cities? How would they use 
smart city technologies to do so?  

Finally in Workshop 4 (audience) the 
students go into action. They build their 
own smart city prototypes, tackling one 
of the challenges they identified in 
Workshop 3. They present their idea back  

 

to their class, receiving feedback and 
explaining how they would use 
technology in their solution. The most 
thought-through idea will then be part of 
the Connective Detective Exhibition 
(audience, influence).  

Insights: Museum in a Box 

One of our main activities in Workshop 1 
is a Museum in a Box to make the 
change in communication visible. 

Students are given a box with multiple 
phones from different years. On them are 
stickers with coded years and the names 
of those phones. With the help of the 
magnifying glasses the students have to 
go through all phones to find out what 
years they are from. This makes the 
changes in technology and 
telecommunication very tangible. 
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Numbers 
Since the first workshop was delivered in 
2024, the programme gained 
momentum. From 124 students in 2024, 
to 288 in 2025 to finally 308 in 2026.  

Have a look at some numbers to see 
what else we have been up to between 
2024 and 2026!  
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Participating Schools  

All primary school students who 
participated in the Connective Detective 
are in 5th or 6th class. As STEM 
participation is often lower in 
DEIS-schools and we want to support 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods, we 
prioritised  DEIS-schools[14–16]. The 
programme is free of charge, schools 
only have to apply to participate.  

 

 

 

Since 2024, 18 schools have participated 
in the full ‘The Connective Detective’ 
programme. Most of them are located in 
the wider Dublin area, but we also started 
exploring to bring the workshop series to 
other locations outside of Dublin.  

We also went to a two-teacher school in 
County Cavan and a primary school in 
County Meath. Have a look at the map 
below to see all our locations.  
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The Workshop Series 

The Connective Detective programme is a 
workshops series consisting of four 
interconnected 90 minute long 
workshops to build real connections with 
the students.  

By participating in these workshops 
primary school students learn about 
smart cities, connectivity and 
telecommunications in a hands-on 
approach.  

 

 

 

 

 

The four workshops are divided into 
different areas, see graphic below. In the 
fourth and final workshop we emphasise 
students' voices and ideas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In small groups, the students build their 
own prototypes out of recycling material 
and micro:bits to tackle real city 
challenges they identified themselves in 
their local communities like littering, 
homeless people or wrong parking. At the 
end of the workshop they present them 
back to their classmates and share their 
thoughts around it.  
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The Connective 
Detective Exhibition 

After the workshop series has finished, 
selected students are invited to be part 
of the two-day exhibition, where they 
present their smart city prototypes.  

The exhibition is divided into two parts.  

Part 1 - Student Showcase 

On the first day in the morning is the 
students showcase. The students 
present their own smart city prototypes 
to smart city decision makers/ 
researchers from Dublin City Council and 
Trinity College Dublin including 
researchers and professors in 
telecommunications, City Council 
Representatives. They also receive 
feedback about their prototypes and 
discuss their solutions with the 
professionals. This way the students 
experience being part of the smart city 
discourse and taken seriously by adults. 
The professionals benefit by hearing 
from a segment of the population they 
might not often interact with in their 
professional lives.  

“Yeah. It felt like that they were talking 
to us like we were normal people, not 

children.”  

(Exhibition Participant) 

 
 

 

 

Part 2 - Public Exhibition 

 

After the student showcase is finished 
and the students get their certificates,   
the exhibition is open to the public - free 
of charge.  

Visitors can explore the students' smart 
city prototypes and gain information 
about smart city projects in Dublin and 
general information about 
telecommunications infrastructure and 
connectivity.  

All the information is displayed in a fun 
and accessible way. We also provided 
crafting stations, where everyone could 
design their own smart city prototype.  

While the exhibition is open to all ages, it 
is  especially designed for families.  

“I was blown away by the ideas the 
students came up with and the way they 

built their prototypes. I thought that 
was phenomenal.” 

(Teacher Scoil Chaitriona Baggot Street) 
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Community 
Engagement 

It is important for local governments and 
researchers to engage with and include 
citizens in the changes and 
developments of their city. This way they 
are part of the change from the 
beginning. Therefore it is important to 
create opportunities for the local 
communities to develop knowledge and 
understanding about changes and 
development that are happening in 
Dublin.  

To share the knowledge about smart 
cities with our local community and a 
more diverse audience, we have 
organised six community workshops and 
events since 2024, and we hope even 
more will follow! 

 

We collaborated with other organisations 
and events like the Dublin Maker, 
OurKidsCode, Dublin Tech Week, UTS 
Technology, Trinity Access Programme 
and Pearse Street Library. One of our 
biggest events is the end-of-year  

 

 

 

‘The Connective Detective’ exhibition 
with over 500 visitors between the last 
two years. By engaging with the 
community and sharing knowledge 
about connectivity and smart cities, we 
build a bridge between the council, 
academia and the people living in the 
city.  We also develop the capacity of 
local citizens to engage with smart city 
developments and research that is 
happening in their local area. 

This encourages citizens to share their 
ideas and stay curious about Dublin's 
development.  
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Young Voices 

In the two runs of the programme after 
the pilot (24/25 and 25/26) where the 
smart city element was added, we also 
added a young voice highlight. Students 
learned about smart cities and the 
technologies used, before they 
brainstormed and identified multiple 
challenges in smart cities. Those  can be 
categorized into three categories.  

 

 

 

 

Pollution - including littering and 
pollution from cars, pollution 
exacerbating climate change, dog poo or 
cigarettes/ vapes on the path, wrong 
recycling, lack of bins 

Social challenges - including 
homelessness, stray dogs, drugs use 
(including smoking/vaping), alcohol 
abuse, anti social behaviour, social 
media, lack of police, robbery, racism, 
war 

Infrastructure - including speeding cars, 
wrong parking, lack of green spaces/ 
ADHD friendly playgrounds/ dog parks/ 
biodiversity, flooding 
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Let’s tackle those 
challenges!  
After the challenges were identified and 
discussed by the students, the students 
picked one challenge. In groups, they 
were encouraged to work on those 
challenges and to develop smart city 
solutions to tackle them.  

Pollution  

Pollution and littering in their local areas 
is a very big problem for our students. It 

was part of the discussion in all classes 
the Connective Detective was delivered 
to. Nearly 50% of all prototypes created by 
the students were addressing problems 
that fall under the category of pollution. 
The solution the students designed to 
tackle those problems can again be 
categorised in the following categories: 

 

Cleaning robots - Various types of 
cleaning robots were designed by the 
students including features like picking 
up trash or dog poo, reminding citizens 
to collect dog poo/ to not litter, cleaning 
with water, waterproof robots to clean the 
River Liffey and the canals, robots 
connect to a drone to spot littering or 
robots with wings to fly to where they are 
needed. 

 

Smart bins - Bins that are able to detect 
different types of trash and sorting the 
trash for better recycling 

Motivation to recycle -  A return scheme 
for wrappers not just bottles, bins  
transforming plastic bottles into toys, 
bins complimenting you for not littering, 
bins showing the impact of how much 
was recycled 

Reduce pollution - a filter to filter 
micro-plastic out of the water, a dome to 
put over Dublin to protect from pollution, 
a big drone to absorb all pollution, 
electric train with more space for more 
people, park just for dogs  
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Student Spotlight - Pollution (1) 
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Student Spotlight - Pollution (2) 
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Social challenges 

Problems clustered under the category 
social challenges have a wider range 
than the ones under pollution and are 
very diverse. Social media is added to 
this category as it influences young 
people and their perception of the world.  

Most other problems are linked in one 
way or another with how  safe (younger) 
citizens feel in the city. This reflects in 
the created solutions.  

 

Smart Cameras - smart cameras linked 
to the Garda Síochána to detect drug use, 
racism and anti-social behaviour, robots 
supporting the police 

Face ID Scanner - for playgrounds and 
shops to only allow access to 
placegrounds to young children and not 
teenager, and to make sure only over 18s 
can buy alcohol and cigarettes 

 

 

 

 

Campaigns - to educate people on the 
effects of smoking (vapes/ cigarettes) 
and show them alternatives to drugs 

Social robots - robot to provide 
homeless people with blankets and food, 
smart water spender who can also call 
for help, robots to collect animal food 
donations and can find stray animals, 
robots distributing toys for children 
living in poverty 

Apps - to report animal abuse, to collect 
problems in the cities/ opinions from 
citizens 

Drone - to detect where homeless people  
camp to help the government get in 
contact with them and distribute 
donations 

Shelter - for homeless people where they 
are provided with clothes, foods and a 
smart card to give them access to a 
limited amount of money 

Electric Tank - tank that runs with solar 
energy to run long without gas to help 
during war or riots 

“No” Smart Phone - Switches off all 
apps after 2-5h depending on the age of 
the child using it.  
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Student Spotlight - Social Challenges (1)  
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Student Spotlight - Social Challenges (2) 
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Infrastructure 

The students further noticed challenges 
in the city that all fall under the wider 
category of infrastructure. During the 
prototyping session they came up with 
great ideas to use smart city 
technologies to tackle those.   

Smart cameras/ robots - to detect 
speeding cars and fine people/ call them 
out 

Drones - to use them for constructions 
instead of big machines 

Sensors - to avoid big cars blocking 
pathways connected to report wrong 
parking to the gardai, counting bees and 
insects to collect data about biodiversity 
in the city 

 

More dedicated spaces - hoover football 
pit to have one near wherever you go, 
more good-equipped playgrounds & 
youth centres to give teenagers/ young 
people with special needs (ADHD, 
wheelchair) a space to meet, parks just 
for dogs (less dog-poo on the path) 

 

Green roofs - support biodiversity by 
having more green roofs and information 
about insects 

Adjustments to climate change - a 
wall/pipe system to prevent flooding 
connected to a drain basin 

Smart Medical Device - to bridge the 
lack of doctors in rural areas 
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Student Spotlight - Infrastructure (1)  
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Student Spotlight - Infrastructure (2) 
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Student Spotlight - Infrastructure (3) 
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Participate 

With this report, we want to encourage 
industry partners and city-/ 
county-councils to include the views of 
young people in their decision making. 
We further would like to inspire 
researchers to develop research 
questions in collaboration with 
communities. Through ‘The Connective 
Detective’ we are able to fulfil the first 
three elements of youth participation as 
stated by Lundy (2007): space, voice, 
audience. But we would like to also 
include the element of influence: “the view 
[of young people] must be acted upon, as 
appropriate”[17]. Therefore, we are looking 
for collaborations with everyone who is 
interested in listening to young voices 
and especially including their opinions in 
decisions and actions that shape our 
cities. Maybe you can give insights into 
smart city processes you are involved in 
or we can organise a design thinking 
workshop with your organisation and 
students? We are open to your ideas as 
well! 

If you or your organisation is interested 
in a collaboration with us and ‘The 
Connective Detective’ please contact 
Clara Butz, clara@smartdocklands.ie.  

 

Bring the programme 
to your area! 

If you want to start including young 
voices into city decisions by sharing 
knowledge and information about 
telecommunications and smart cities in 
your area - good news!  

We are now able to give out licenses and 
train facilitators on the content.  

The Connective Detective 
Workshop Bundle 

The workshop bundle makes it easy to 
start educating your community on 
connectivity topics. After some training 
from us, your employees are ready to get 
started and inspire young people with 
smart city topics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
“Connective Detective has just been 

fantastic, from day one, the organisation, 
the personnel that came out there.” 

(Teacher Drimnagh Castle) 
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The Connective Detective Workshop Bundle 
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Recognition 
We are grateful for the recognition the programme gained since its establishment! 
 
 
Shortlisted 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Featured on RTE/ news2day (scan the QR code to watch!): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Presented at: 
 
Interaction Design and Children (IDC) - 2025 
 
International Game-Based Learning Conference - 2024  
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Exhibition Quiz Sheet  

This sheet was given out to everyone that 
was visiting the exhibition.  

Give it a go and have fun solving the 
riddles! :) 
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Thank you! 
We want to say a big THANK YOU to all the people who were part of our journey: 
 
The Smart Docklands Team, 
 
The Smart Dublin Team, 
 
The CONNECT Research Centre Ireland Team, 
 
The DCC Telecoms Unit Team, 
 
The Trinity Access Programme Team, 
 
And of course to all the students and teachers who participated in the Programme! 
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