Article and reviews (reviews follow the article)

DESIGNING A GREEN CITY by Iori Miller (revised Jan2000, 1705 words)

To many, the idea of urban environmentalism is an oxymoron. True, there is little of the natural environment in the asphalt jungles of the twentieth Century City, but as urbanites become increasingly environmentally conscious there is a call to rethink how our cities fit into the natural environment around them. More and more, urban environmentalists are becoming concerned about the steady stream of pollutants flowing out of urban spaces. And considering that over 50% of the ever-increasing world population dwells in urban environments, it is obvious that it is becoming more and more important that we reconsider how cities are built and managed. 

In the Environmental Science course I teach at a high school in downtown Toronto, I begin with the foundations of ecological science in the second term of the course we begin to cover the important environmental issues of today.  Perhaps the most personally significant of these is the effect of city spaces on local and global environments, and this is the focus of the entire final term. 

A way to introduce the idea of an ecologically based cityscape comes from assigning Ernest Callenbach’s novel Ecotopia as a reading assignment.  The book describes a small country formed from three break-away US states  (Washington, Oregon, and northern California), which form an environmentally benign and self-sustaining political system in isolation from a world unable to evolve beyond its own filth. Once they’ve finished the book we discuss various aspects of its content.  While not everyone finds the book to their taste, most find a great deal in it to talk about. 

At this point i assign the students their third term independent study assignment to design a city based on an ecologically conscious format, which attempts to exist benignly within its surrounding natural environment. I offer it as Metrotopia, the green city of the future’. The title and project are, obviously, meant to be a natural extension of Callenbach’s novel. While students are initially cautious about the project’s apparent complexity, I have found that an appropriate build up to it wins them over to the challenge. 

I assign the project well in advance, and then spend a good amount of time examining all the environmental issues associated with urban spaces.  This gives them plenty of time to wrestle with the details of how to design their green city. 

To really bring the idea into focus i usually take my class on a field trip to a sewage treatment plant. From this they see that their own impact on the surrounding environment extends beyond their family’s weekly curbside garbage deposit. After the field trip we examine carefully the theory of modern tertiary and solar aquatic sewage treatment. From this they begin to see that there are already many green technologies available for green city design. 

At the beginning of my course I introduce James lovelock’s idea of the earth as a planetary organism (the theory of Gaia).  I remind my students of this concept, and I ask them to envision the idea of a city as an organismal entity that interacts with its immediate environment.   The ingestion of fresh regional foodstuffs, the drinking of water from Lake Ontario, both of these are seen juxtaposed against the excrement and gas exchange processes of the city’s digestive and respiratory  systems.

Sometimes in the past I’ve also invited an urban planner as a guest speaker.  He (or she) describes the sorts of planning issues being dealt with by today’s city councils. The planner talks about environmental problems, discusses some of the political and economic realities associated with them, and then presents some of the alternative approaches available to today’s urban planners. From this the students see that there are opportunities to make a living while actually trying to practice and promote the ethic of urban environmentalism. 

All this is done to develop my students’ understanding of the realities of maintaining the built habitat of urban life something I believe to be impossible to fully realize just by studying the chapters of a textbook, no matter how well written it is.   Yet, it is important that the teacher be upbeat about the project, letting the students know that, in many ways, they are creating the future.  They are, truthfully, breaking new ground. Most students show a keen interest in the concept if it is introduced properly.  While it can be daunting to some, those who don’t know where to begin are helped by being given class time to work on it and, most important, to work in groups. 

I believe it is important that students define their own limits to the project.  While it is tempting to give them extensive guidelines, and they’ll generally ask for them, I’ve found that a valuable part of the process is to cut the cord of security and force them to work out the details themselves. I point out that they’ve already seen and lived the traditional approaches to urban planning in our city, and now their assignment is to design a city entirely according to ecologically sensitive ideas. Their advantage, I tell them, is that they don’t have to answer to the politicians and technocrats who normally oppose radical approaches to urban design.  In addition, money is not a limit to their ideas.  This normally is enough to reassure my students. The only real limits I place are time constraints they have a deadline. 

I have found that many groups initially wish to construct a model of their Metrotopia. So far I have discouraged this. While building a model would be valuable in some circumstances, it might easily distract students from working out the important details of their ideas and wrestling with writing sound arguments for them.  But the model idea might be worthwhile in pre-high school  grades, where other subjects such as art and  technology might be cross-curricular aspects of the project. Abstract ideas are sometimes a challenge for younger students, and their best work might come through a more experiential approach such as model building. 

In trying this idea with my courses, I have become convinced that it could be used at a variety of levels, in a variety of curricula besides Environmental Science. Experiential approaches to education work at any level, in any classroom.  The idea of designing a Green City begs to be used in groups, and as long as the students don’t divide up the project into parts to be done alone, by themselves, then the group decision making is a valuable social experience in itself. 

So far my experiences with the Green City idea have varied far from my own initial view of its scope. One student chose to pattern her project after Callenbach’s book, making Metrotopia the capital city of a country focused on ecologically sound values.  She described it in the first person, taking on the role of a news reporter visiting it from outside of the country (this idea is borrowed from the book itself). Others have decided that urban dwellers should live underground, and travel to and from their work on above ground transit systems that snake beneath the canopy of natural forests. Their argument is that much of the necessary light could be brought underground via mirrored tubes based on the principles of fiber optics.  Not surprisingly, some students have followed the old sci-fi idea of cities existing beneath transparent glass domes.  While this still allows for a natural light source it also capitalizes on the ability of a glass building to make and retain heat (just like a greenhouse). 

In contrast to the idea of designing from scratch, some have chosen the idea of taking existing cities and retrofitting them for a more ecologically sound coexistence with nature.  One interesting concept they borrow from Callenbach’s book, is the idea that the creeks long ago buried  in storm sewers by past urban planners should be resurrected and  brought back to the surface to run freely.  I have learned a lot about toronto’s former watershed patterns from their research!   

Perhaps the one characteristic that all of my students have is that somewhere in the  planning process they come to a decision that  small works better than big  even on the  scale of cities.  Perhaps it is just a coincidence, or perhaps it just makes more common sense than I expect.   One student even suggested that large cities should be built on the principle of many cells’, or small cities, interspersed in a background of greenspace. 

While I’ve not tried it, but role-playing exercises could be tried with this project.   Students might choose to take the role of urban planners with radical ideas who must attempt to win over a city council to commit significant investment in the future there are all sorts of scenarios that could be developed on this subject that could have significant learning value.

One concept I plan to introduce this year is the calculation of the ecological footprint .  This is a very important idea, as climate change is an issue that could perhaps change the state of the world like no single century has seen in human history.   For example, our present use of automobiles in urban spaces.releases enormous amounts of fossil carbon to the atmosphere, and contributes significantly to the problem of global warming.  By calculating the ecological footprint of urban spaces, and seeing how green city concepts can  drastically reduce the size of the footprint, I  believe my student will witness much more dramatically the importance of the green city concept. (information about the ecological  footprint concept can be obtained through  youth challenge international, an  organization. that has significant involved  with urban environmental issues both in  Canada and in the developing world). 

I’ve found, so far, that the only limits to this idea have been in my own conventionally developed ideas about education.  I’ve now used the idea off and on for about 10 years, and the projects have never become repetitive in all that time. As the students keep coming up with new ideas each year, it appears that the opportunities for this idea are endless. 

Iori Miller teaches at Northern Secondary School, in the Toronto District School Board, Ontario.



The following are the guidelines that our reviewers followed when writing their critiques.  You may find that knowing what our reviewers were looking for provides some context when reading their reviews.  

(actual reviews to follow)
What am I looking for?  

a) From an educator’s point of view, how useful are the perspectives, information or curriculum ideas presented in the article?

b) What, if anything, is uniquely valuable in the article? (We want to know whether the article contains useful ideas, information or perspectives that one would not readily find in other resources.)

c) Comment on the currency and regionality of the article: Is any information out of date? Is the information too specific to a particular place?  Please be specific, i.e., say what exactly is out of date, and/or comment on why the place-specific nature of the article would reduce its value for readers in other regions.

d) How clearly written, well-organized and well-developed is the article?

e) What improvements can you recommend? (This is wide open and includes writing style, organization, development of ideas, illustrations, updating…any and all improvements that you can think of.)

f) Please make any additional comments not elicited by the above questions and give a summary opinion on whether or not you think the article should be included in the book. 

Note: You do not need to point out typographical errors, as these will be fixed in editing.  In addition, please ignore page references in the text (such as “see sidebar on page 36”). These numbers refer to pages in the issue of Green Teacher in which the article originally was published; they do not match the numbering of this draft. Finally, please note that a blank space on a page is simply a spot where an ad was originally placed in the magazine layout; it does not mean that something is missing from the article.
*********************************************************************

Designing a Green City

by Iori Miller

P. 209.  “Green City” – Nice!  I remembered taking a university course on Urban Planning, in which all we did was play a board game on “Constructing a New City” from scratch.  What an education!  I’ve never felt the same way about real estate developers since.  Keep this one, please. DK



3.  Page 209:  Apart from the stated topic of the article, this puts teachers back in touch with the importance of letting students find their own voice and come to their own conclusions. JM



Designing a Green City Page 209

Not much here to write home about.  Entire article can be reduced to a single paragraph.   In GT it was good as an idea paper but as far as its usefulness in a book for highschool teachers it is very short on substance - Read Edutopia, discuss Gaia hypothesis and design your Metrotopia.  OK, so I did it in a single sentence.  Highschool teachers need more structure to use this idea. JG



Article 3: “Designing a Green City”

a) I thought this was a great idea for an environmental science class. It brings up a lot of good points and it could also be used in other curricular areas. The author suggests that it could be used with art or social studies, and it fits well into creative writing classes too. 

b) I think this is a unique project idea. It seems simple enough, yet I’ve never seen this idea anyplace else. She also lists other ideas that could be used to support the project- field trips, etc. 

c) This article seems current- and will probably be current for a long time. (In other words, I don’t see a lot “green” cities popping up in our near future.) This can be used in any region, although the author does reference Toronto, I don’t think it distracts from the article.

d) This was a very well organized and well-developed article. It was also short- 2 pages and to the point. 

e) The only improvements I think I would recommend, would be to eliminate the specifics of getting their drinking water from Lake Ontario (p. 209, 2nd column, 2nd paragraph. It might be a little too region specific and could say something like, “The ingestion of regional food stuffs, the drinking of water from the local supply source, both of these…” This also might bring up that many people have no idea where their water comes from, and another point the students would need to research. 

f) I think this should be included in the book. It’s only 2 pages long, but offers a really good project idea, that really brings a lot of information and research together for the students. I think it could really drive home a lot of good points that students might not pick up from the classroom, and even some field trips.  KB3



“Designing a Green City”

Another great topic for the collection.  I think the author needs to say what he or she means by design.  It sounds as if students are to write narratives about design concepts, which is not really the same as design.  Like other chapters I’ve read, this one could really use a more fully developed example of student or class work.  The teacher says he or she has been doing this for 10 years.  Why not feature some exemplary student work and demonstrate the power of this idea through that process?  Why not show how the design problem connects students in interesting ways to the larger community?  Why not show some data? DG



"Designing a Green City" More detail needed.  Could a model be provided?  The role-playing exercises are worth keeping.  A great project, but it has to fly in the real world. JC2


Designing a Green City (p 209)

· this is an important activity in an urban area in that it shows students the “closed circuit” of the environment and that sewage and garbage doesn’t just disappear when it is flushed or taken to the curb (p209) – this is a particularly important topic for me, living in Toronto

· The idea of  “a city as an organismal entity that interacts with its immediate environment” p 209 seems that Plato’s Republic would also have to be mention as he described the city-state or body politic as an organic entity (and compared it to a human organism)

· The importance of recognizing this organic characteristic of a city seems to contradict the overall exercise of constructing a Metrotopia with no real limits.  It is important that students recognize these limits even if they are not incorporated into their utopian model.

· I have conducted a role-playing exercise where students take on different (often contradicting) roles and this is an effective way to discuss the issues of a green city in a more short-term activity. Perhaps some variations to this activity could be more specifically outlined? The activity is very valuable but the article could be clearer.

· I liked the descriptions of the most unique project ideas.

· What happens when different environmental interests conflict? Students can’t address all aspects of environmental urban planning so are they encouraged to focus on one aspect? NP

 

Page 210: Mentions ecological footprint (2nd last paragraph) – connect to article on this elsewhere in book. JM


Article: Designing a Green City

a) Although the article gives a good general idea for a project, the author is very vague about ideas. There is very little concrete gained from the article. 

b) There is nothing uniquely valuable.

c) Article is current but is based on an urban model.

d) Article is too informal and seems to have no organizational structure. It does not move from a simple discussion of the experience.

e) This article would be improved with more detailed insights, step by step instructions, resources. There are no graphics or visual cues. I didn’t really any information from the article.

f) I really don’t think this would be a useful article for the book. MM2



3) Designing a Green City - Pg. 209

I enjoyed this article. Having been part of a Symposium for middle school students that was very similar to the project in this article, I know first hand that it is a great activity for older students. This teacher is very wise in his lesson planning - allowing the students plenty of time to think about the idea of an Eco-Topia, before they begin their project. Introducing the children to guest speakers in the field is fabulous. Children are not only learning that decisions like these need to made on a daily basis in our communities, but that there are career paths in these fields as well. Often time these areas can be overlooked, if not brought to young peoples attention.  KA



2.1 p. 209 Designing a Green City

a. I found this an interesting idea. It, again, is a very big idea, encompassing an entire year, but it is focused in an environmental science class.  It opens itself up only to a narrow field. To do this project effectively, they would have to have a lot of background (which is available in a full year course).  That said, I want to find the book, read it and see if I could do the Metrotopia with my class. 

b. I have not heard of this idea before, being an urban planner for an ecological city. It that terms I think it is a unique idea. If I were to do this, I would want to contact the author to get more details of the project.

c. The information is totally relevant and current and could be tied to the Kyoto protocol and the One tonne challenge.

d. I found it a clear and concise and easy to read article.

e. I would recommend a little more detail on the project, perhaps an excerpt from a project, I found myself wanting to try some of it.

f. I would include this article, but would try and get a bit more information from the author on what he does. DM



Title: 209 - Green City

A. How useful? Good

Perspectives: OK
Information: Good
Curriculum: Applicable to science and social studies.

B. Uniqueness? Good tips on bringing in experts, etc.


C. Currency and regionality? Good


D. Clarity? OK


E. Improvements? Needs sources and references. Web-links would help greatly.


F. Additional comments: I have found this idea a great tool for studying the “studying the ecological footprint” of our area by including cutouts of features for younger students, or having older ones “design and draw” these features in a measured area and justifying their arrangement of the communities. DG2



Page 209 – Designing a Green City: 

A) The information in this article isn’t innovative or unique the concept of urban 

       environmental planning or constructing a green city has been around for 

       awhile. The project idea is an interesting one however, it doesn’t make much sense for students to not actually construct a model of their city. Students would benefit from having to design their cities with financial and bureaucratic realities in mind, especially with high school aged students. 

B) The project concept is a good idea and getting students to design a city can be a 

       valuable experience. However, it seems the author limited the project by not 

       including the realities urban planners face. 

C) This project can be adapted to use in most schools again this is not necessarily a 

       new idea but it can be used in most places. 

D) This article is written well and is clearly organized. 

E) I am not so sure it’s the article that needs to be improved but more so the actual curriculum ideas. The article explains the project well and gives good examples of the ideas students had. Again it seems the fashion in which the project is framed has limited real world application. A model will often reveal things that thinking in theory or abstract will not.  PB



Page 209 article
a)  fairly useful
b)  provided environmetnal education idea for urban teachers
c) regional - big city based. Time is not a factor.
d)  good
e)  good that it is short
f)  speaks to a narrow audience. RP


Designing a Green City

Again I was going to jettison this one in the first page but then the second page more than made up for it, especially the discussion of the design project and the various ways the kids approached it and the ideas for amplifying it. Again the problem to me is the intro. The idea of the main topic of the article being the project to design a green city is not well articulated (except for the title) until the end of the first page. He does say it but it does not come across as the important idea in the article until the second page. In fact, until I read the second page I was thinking the title should be changed to something like “Engaging Ideas for Environmental Science”. Once I read the whole thing, I like the current title. The material on what he did to prepare the students for the design project is valuable, but since the project is not well introduced at the start, it seems at the time like practical and not particularly novel ideas for a high school course. A beefed up intro should fix this. Overall the writing is strong, simple and clear. One way to beef up the intro would be to put some of the insights or writing quotes from exemplary kids projects up front, though I like what she has done on page 2 with the discussion. Student maps or drawings of their designs would be a good graphic for this if you could get it. AW

