


ON THE MOVE:

esign and building concepts used
in architecture and city planning
are finding a new use as tools to
teach children the basic skills of reading,
writing and arithmetic, and how to use
those skills to solve problems. “Every
subject—science, government, history,
sociology, economics, art— can be taught
by studying the city as a system for meet-
ing human needs,” says Doreen Nelson,
the Los Angeles teacher who created City
Building Education Programs in 1966.
City Building is just what the name im-
plies. In a year-long program, students in
kindergarten through twelfth grades

analyze their city and construct a city of

the future. Verbal and nonverbal learn-
ing are merged through the techniques
common to architecture, such as model
building, flowcharts, presentation skills,
three-dimensional conceptualization, and
the use of graphics in decision making.
Architects, designers and planners
who serve as advisors to City Building
programs in local schools spend two
hours a week working with students in
the classroom and an additional two
hours a week planning the program with

the teacher.
Volunteers find that the City Building

learning process is a two-way street. “I
found myself exchanging the structured
knowledge I had accumulated over my
schooling years with clear, fresh, com-
mon sense ideas that the kids would con-

“No one involved sees their city as a ‘toy,” a
‘dollhouse,” or a replica of an existing place.
The classroom is a city. The student is a
mayor. Buildings are condemned, the popula-
tion increases, governments are elected, an
earthquake strikes. In the context of the city,
learning is taken seriously because there are
real reasons to learn. Students experience their
capacily lo change things, and believe in it.”
— Doreen Nelson.
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stantly surprise me with,” says architect/
consultant Charles Jany. “Beyond the
educative exercise, the time spent in this
special environment was, in fact, an even
exchange of experiences—an adaptation
of various minds to a constructive, goal-
oriented process.”

City Building has four phases. Phase I
involves discovery and an awareness of
the students’ immediate environment.
Students analyze their classroom and
make a scale model of the room, complete
with furniture. Proposals for redesign of
the classroom are drawn up by the stu-
dents, who then discuss the proposals
and decide which plan to implement.

Next, their town undergoes a similar
analysis. The “good” and “bad” features
of the town are mapped, and Styrofoam
models of the natural landscape are
made. The class projects itself back in
time to learn what natural features and
cultural influences shaped the town’s de-
velopment.

During Phase II, students begin to
build. An object—a building, a can of
Coca-Cola, a toothbrush—is built to
scale using different materials. The ob-
ject’s size, use and shape are changed
until the object is transformed into a new
form with a new function. “Transforma-
tion activities develop the ability of the
student to look at something as it is now,
the see where it came from, and where it
might go in the future,” says Doreen Nel-
son. “This facility to translate experience
into alternatives for change appears to be
integral to the mastery of intuitive
thinking”

The individual’s relationship to the
group is emphasized in Phase 111, when
students form a government to oversee
the building of their future city. Forms of
government vary with each class, and
range from tribes to monarchies, democ-
racies and dictatorships. Students take on
roles, becoming developers, officials,
planning commissioners, property own-
ers. Land parcels in the future city site
are distributed to each student, and they
negotiate with each other to reach a con-
sensus on how the land will be developed.

In Phase IV, the process of building a
model of the city of the future simulates
real-life  situations. The  political,
economic and technical decisions
volved in a major community effort are
encountered and resolved by a collabora-
tive effort. Students “buy” land parcels,
design buildings, pay taxes, negotiate

in-

City Builders

The Los Angeles Bonaventure Hotel under con-
struction in a playground in Cerritos, Califor-
nia.

deeds, handle constuction budgets, and
resolve issues of ownership, privacy and
eminent domain. The ways land is ac-
quired, which land is valuable and why,
and how land acquisition and value affect
individuals and groups are emphasized.

“City Building teaches kids to advo-
cate for spatial issues,” says Doreen Nel-
son. “Once they decide they don’t want a
freeway, they have to decide how to do
without cars. They see how community
and personal lifestyle choices influence
the environment and understand the in-
terdependence in the community”

Through City Building, students learn
to solve problems, organize, invent, take
responsibility, resolve conflicts, make de-
cisions and take risks. Students observe,
analyze, create possible solutions and
evaluate those solutions based on their ex-
perience. Teachers and architect/consul-
tants become resources for the students as
they teach themselves and learn to respect
their own ideas. As an eight-year-old boy
at Soledad Canyon Elementary School
explains with confidence, the structural
solution for his planned rocket port is
being worked out by “me and my ar-
chitect.”

Janice Fillip

Ph(ﬁtogrcphs Bobbie Mapstone

A teacher training institute is being formed to
instruct teachers across the country in City
Building techniques. A physical space for the
institute, fundraising ideas, and architects to
teach the teachers are needed. Anyone in-
terested in contributing time and talents to
City Building should contact Doreen Nelson,
The Center for City Building Educational
Programs, 2210 Wilshire Blvd., Ste. 303,
Santa Monica, CA 90403. Phone: (215)
828-1895.
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