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Abstract 

 
Environmental education and urban environmental education programs seldom link or 

incorporate natural ecosystems with the built environment in a unified educational approach.  

The claim developed is that there are a number of design practitioners who have created and 

implemented practices and programs with a focus on multidisciplinary education in urban 

planning, urban design and architecture education intended to equip students with the tools and 

knowledge to affect real change in urban places. As a collective case study, this thesis focuses  

on the comparative analysis of five programs of built environment education in Canada, USA, 

Denmark and the Netherlands that utilize urban and rural planning, participatory planning, 

participatory design, cooperative design (co-design), architecture education, sustainability 

education, environmental education, and urban environmental education through various 

methods. The intent of this research is to show how these examples of comprehensive 

multidisciplinary education techniques incorporate environmental education and urban 

environmental education with built environment education so that students can better  

understand how the urban environment operates and how they can affect positive change upon it.  

 

Keywords: built environment education, urban environmental education, environmental 

education, architecture education, urban design education, urban planning, participatory design, 

participatory planning, cooperative-design (co-design), children and youth 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 One of the most important and most neglected subjects of real education is that of  
 children regarding the city environment in which they find themselves living. 
 

Can these children have any effect on the evolution of the massive physical items 
surrounding them? 

  
Yes, they can. 

 
[emphasis in original] [Buckminster Fuller’s, May 8, 1983 statement regarding what is 
now the Design Based Learning™© education techniques of Doreen Gehry Nelson 
(Gehry Nelson, 1984)]. 

 

Americans Saylan and Blumstein, (2011) claim that environmental education in its 

present format “and institutions responsible for its implementation” have not been able to  

create large-scale, positive, widespread environmental changes in this world. They put forward 

that it is largely failing because it has not kept up with the increasing speed of worldwide 

“environmental degradation” because for the most part it has not fully prepared itself to address 

and implement changes in educational methods, especially in formal educational systems. 

Echoing this from the United Kingdom is Stephen Sterling’s comments on environmental 

education (EE) “…arguably, to date it hasn’t been enough to make a critical difference, except to 

those relatively few people who have experienced excellent programmes” (2001, p. 29).  

Orr (1992) claims, “The study of environmental problems is an exercise in despair unless it is 

regarded as only a preface to the study, design, and implementation of a solution” (p. 94).  

Sterling (2001) has cited the formal educational and social systems within which EE is 

bound as two of its major obstacles. He also claims that many teachers of environmental 

education are dissatisfied with the lack of progress made by EE programs. Saylan and Blumstein 

(2011) agree, adding that it is also political systems that are currently blocking educational 

changes in EE.  
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Saylan and Blumstein (2011) also state that a redefinition of EE is necessary and must 

incorporate “multidisciplinary teaching approaches” (p. 3). They view the way forward in EE 

and environmental literacy as involving the creation of educational programs and curricula that 

will engage students in activities that are connected directly to their communities and places, a 

process commonly termed place-based learning, with direct reference to John Dewey’s (1938) 

concepts of learning from place. 

Saylan and Blumstein (2011) further argue that there are specific methodologies that  

do work and should be incorporated into EE to create real sustained solutions by including 

environmental educational methodologies that allow people to learn so that they can  

“effect change on local and national levels alike” (p. 2). However, Saylan and Blumstein  

(2011) believe these tools must be taught in the educational system and one example is  

learning through participatory citizen involvement. Global grassroots EE programs that  

have been directly effective in communities appear to be those that incorporate the  

“encouragement of imagination and open-minded experimentation”, some type of interaction 

with nature, and “hands-on participation” (p. 109) on real and relevant projects that are  

inclusive of students, teachers and the community. According to Saylan and Blumstein (2011),  

these projects must be real projects that can “directly affect the quality of student’s lives” and 

that “have a clear and measurable impact on something the students care about” (p. 109). 

Sterling (2001) also makes similar conclusions drawing from non-governmental organizations  

of EE in both “Southern countries and in the developed North” who are often “less bound by 

education policies, and often operating in community education settings” where a “participative 

change in education” is the solution for successful EE education. He cites methodologies that 
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include “using participative methods, respecting existing knowledge, recognizing local 

conditions and culture” (p. 36). 

Eileen Adams (2016) who has worked in art, design and environmental education for 

over 45 years and whose views are also discussed in the literature review of this thesis, has 

stated, “EE cannot be the sole responsibility of any single subject discipline. It must be  

multi-disciplinary. It must involve, for example, history, geography, natural science, architecture 

and planning” (p. 72). Adams also criticizes environmental studies and EE stating:  

In the immediate past environmental studies have shown the imbalance in two important 

ways. They have concentrated on nature at the expense of the man-made world and they 

have emphasized the natural and social sciences at the expense of arts and the humanities. 

This imbalance now requires correction. (p. 72) 

As well, she gives three solutions how EE can remedy this situation by “Using the 

environment as a basis for art and design activity; using art and design activity as a way of 

understanding the environment; [and] helping people to be involved on making decisions about 

the environment” (p. 72). 

Through these lenses, one could draw the conclusion that EE, within many formal and 

informal educational systems, is lacking in the above-mentioned education methodologies and 

that education based on connectivity to place and or the community that students live and study 

in is of vital importance to EE. Following this line of thinking, a premise of this thesis is that EE 

programs often fail to view the built environment and its natural environments as a unified 

system where many children and youth live and study, and further, it often fails to link or 

incorporate the built environment and its natural environments in a unified educational approach.  
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What are the possible reasons underlying this comparative neglect of the built 

environment in EE? One of the writers often credited as being a major influence in the 

development of modern environmentalism, especially in Canada and the United States of 

America, is Rachel Carson, author of, Silent Spring, (1962) who called attention to the 

environmental damage and species losses being caused by the widespread use of chemical 

pesticides. From this perspective modern environmental education may be seen as being rooted 

in ‘problems’ or ‘issues’ with a focus on human activities and technologies that were seen as 

causing the degradation and destruction of nature or natural habitats and systems. Through that 

lens, highly developed, technology and energy dependent human constructions such as cities, 

might be seen as essentially anti-natural and destructive. Further, it could seem reasonable for 

curriculum developers involved in EE to focus attention on ‘nature’, ‘natural settings’ and 

‘ecology’ and the appreciation and understanding of natural processes and systems while 

neglecting or omitting consideration of the urban human habitats in which many actually live. 

In spite of this possible bias against the built environment and human constructions in the 

development of EE, it is notable that a number of the founding statements defining and 

developing EE as a curricular response recognized that the human environment includes both the 

built and natural or ecological elements (Roth, 1976). However, it is also notable that in these 

foundational descriptions of EE there was still a strong emphasis on specific environmental 

problems—problems largely viewed as the consequence of various human activities and 

technologies. It is easy then, to include cities and other human constructions as part of a general 

global environmental problem or as ‘anti-natural’. 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine educational approaches that include the built 

environment (the make-up of cities and urban places/spaces) as integral elements of human 
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nature and activity by focusing on five case studies of practitioners who teach and work in the 

realms of participatory urban planning, cooperative design (co-design), urban design, and 

architectural education (better known as built environment education), in order to describe how 

their methods might be applied to a more comprehensive approach to environmental education. 

This research also provides an overview of the history, development, and current status of a 

number of important initiatives in education about the built environment. 

 

Statement of the General Research Question 

This research is shaped by the following general question:  

Have programs of curriculum and instruction been developed by the practitioners of this study  

to support urban environmental education and foster appreciation and understandings of the 

relationships between built and natural environments? Do these curricula differ in their goals, 

assumptions, and practices? 

 

The overarching question is extended by the following four sub-questions: 

1. How has the built environment and urban places been addressed in the historical  

development and definition of environmental education? What is the current status of education 

about urban environments within current proposals about the nature and directions of  

environmental education? 

 

2. What roles have professional organizations for architects and related fields performed in 

developing education about built and urban environments? What is the current status of these 

organizations in education about built environments?  
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3. How do persons currently engaged in active programs in education about architecture, 

planning and sustainability view the role of their programs in fostering learners’ appreciation  

and understandings of the built and natural environments and their connections to the  

human ecosystem? 

 

4. How do current programs in education about architecture, planning and sustainability compare 

in regard to their respective approaches to curriculum, instruction, and learning experiences for 

participants of all ages? 

 

Significance of the Research 

 The significance of this research is to assist in filling a gap in the existing research 

between the academic and professional fields of environmental education/ urban environmental 

education and built environment education. The field of built environmental education is 

multidisciplinary and therefore, includes the disciplines of; architecture, urban planning, 

participatory planning, cooperative-design (co-design), participatory design, geography,  

design learning, design education, and art (Million, Heinrich & Coelen, 2017). This research 

identifies programs that offer opportunities for children to “participate in community 

development processes” (Bishop & Corkery, 2017, p. 4) and reviews educational methods and 

tools that allow students to learn that they can create real changes by having a voice in creating 

changes in their local environments (Chippendale & Ward, 1975). The research also provides 

examples of programs that fully embody these multiple disciplines within school curricula with a 

focus on designing solutions for real local problems. 
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Researcher’s Perspective 

 I have a multi-disciplinary academic background in environmental geography, 

environmental studies and urban design. I am most curious about the interdisciplinary collisions 

of ideas and practices and what can be created or entangled from these collisions and how that 

knowledge can be utilized and shared. This is partially where the idea for this thesis came about, 

as well as from my own experiences teaching EE in a variety of settings, both the city/urban and 

the rural/countryside in both classrooms and outdoors. 

When teaching EE to children in cities about ‘faraway’ natural places that were of 

seemingly of no relevance to them in their daily lives, I was confronted by the futility of such 

teachings. In direct comparison, teaching city children about nature in their own backyards, on 

their city sidewalks, local parks and even when learning about the aquatic insects in their local 

ponds, I was able to observe that they seemed to be genuinely interested and could relate to the 

information and activities they were participating in. Realizing that the majority of EE programs 

that I had taught over the years only spoke of the city in terms of air and water pollution or on 

the subjects of city mammals and insects and never on the topics of urban planning, urban design 

and architecture, I began to notice the limitations of more traditional EE formats of education. 

First, although the children were learning EE awareness, they were never asked to create a 

solution or to build or design solutions. Second, they weren’t asked or encouraged to think 

beyond what they were being told or shown, the programs were largely ‘top-down’ educational 

approaches. In other words, none of the EE programs I taught to children and adults ever gave 

participants a voice or the tools to create real changes or to have a say in really impacting their 

local community environment or the world. The EE that I had taught had been only about 
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environmental awareness issues or problems or was based on ecological awareness be it in either 

the urban or rural environments. 

In 2014, I met Mary Beth Trautwein, the co-founder and Board Chair of the reDiscover 

Center in Culver City, California and I learned how the reDiscover Center utilizes the integration 

of art making, building, tinkering, crafting, engineering, storytelling, playing and imagination 

using recycled and repurposed materials to engage people in learning about environmental issues 

through designing and playing. I was fascinated and my interest was further piqued when I was 

informed about James Rojas’s Place It! education method of mixing art, urban planning and 

design together. I then began to wonder how he did this and how his participants reacted. I was 

curious about the potential learning outcomes of such education and I wondered if environmental 

education taught in this format might create real changes for participants and their environment? 

I wondered if there were other practitioners also providing similarly creative educational 

opportunities, and if so, who were they and what were they doing? As a result of these curiosities 

and inquiries this thesis ensued. 

 

Outline and Organization of the Thesis  

This thesis has five chapters: the first introduces the research; the second provides a review of 

literature relevant to the topics of this thesis; the third describes the research methodology 

including the data collection and analysis; the fourth presents the research findings of the study; 

the fifth and the conclusions give voice to the potential impacts of the findings for EE and makes 

recommendations for further research. Appendix A on pages 211-213 provides a glossary of 

terms commonly used throughout this thesis. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Scope of the Review 

The purpose of this literature review is to highlight education and awareness initiatives 

that assert that cities and urban areas are integral components in the creation of having an  

in-depth understanding of our environment. The materials reviewed show we need to go beyond 

typical environmental education programs, which are often focussed mainly on natural/wild 

places, ecological studies and outdoor education, to incorporate the built environment. 

In the writing of this review, I drew upon published writings as well as relevant materials 

and concepts presented in other media such as Internet sites, conference sessions, and specific 

project publications. I also focus on education programs that have included the built environment 

and architecture in school curricula or public outreach projects. The development of individuals 

who are aware of, and educated about, the goals and challenges of designing, planning and 

building ecologically sound and sustainable built environments and urban places and spaces is a 

significant challenge for program development. The literature review is structured in three parts; 

the goal of the first part is to briefly outline the development and definition of the curricula of 

modern environmental education. This section further examines the position of the built 

environment, urban planning, and urban design in environmental education curricula, policies 

and proposals. The second part of the literature review describes a number of curricular 

initiatives that have been specifically directed at the development of awareness of urban places, 

systems and environments, especially for primary and secondary students. The third part of the 

review is focused on the role of professional associations of architects, planners, and designers in 

promoting general public understanding and awareness of issues of quality in the design, 

planning and development of cities and urban places. 
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The Built Environment in the Development of Modern Environmental Education 

At the international level, one of the very first times that global nature protection 

education was discussed was in Fontainebleau, France 1948 at a conference organized by the 

International Union for the Protection of Nature (IUPN), now known as the International Union 

for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) (Bernard, 1948; IUCN, Content; IUCN, Home). Notably, 

previous to this conference, it had been decided that the IUPN “should be under the auspices of 

UNESCO” thus both France and UNESCO invited governments from around the world to attend 

(Bernard, 1948, p. 4). In total 33 countries were represented from the continents of North 

America, South America, Europe, Middle East, Africa and Asia (Bernard, 1948). It was decided 

at this conference that one of the first initiatives of the IUCN was to be: “The constitution and 

publication of a document giving a brief report on the present conditions of Nature Protection in 

each country, and principally of the means used to educate [emphasis added] the masses in the 

conservation of natural resources”(Bernard, 1948, p. 9). With this knowledge, one could 

conclude that education on the protection of nature and knowledge of its various global 

methodologies was of great international importance, but despite this and previous education 

initiatives of the conservation movement, the onset of the “modern environmental movement”  

is often most credited with the publication of Rachel Carson’s 1962 book; Silent Spring which 

called attention to the environmental damage and species losses being caused by the widespread 

use of chemical pesticides (Katan & Shiffman, 2014; Saylan & Blumstein, 2011). Ward (2004) 

states that it was not only Rachel Carson but also Murray Bookchin’s ideas and writings of the 

1950s and 1960s that shaped the American environmental and conservationist movements by 

promoting “‘Social Ecology’” (p. 94). However, Ward claims “Many of Bookchin’s fellow 

citizens shifted from an involvement in social issues to a sentimental and privileged idealization 
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of ‘wilderness’ and the natural environment, with a consequent misanthropy towards their fellow 

humans” (2004, p. 93). Echoing this information is Katan and Shiffman (2014) noting that in the 

1960s and into the 1970s environmentalists and conservationists “were often considered elitist 

and concerned more with protecting nature than people or the economy and were often 

considered prophets of doom” (p. 33). Ward (2004) explains that the movement of the  

‘Social Ecology’ concept created by Bookchin incorporating both human social issues and 

ecological issues tried to correct this separation of the two. White (2016) explains that: 

In the seventies and eighties, Bookchin suggested an environmentalism obsessed with 

scarcity, austerity, and the defense of ‘pure nature’ would get nowhere. He claimed the 

future laid with an urban social ecology that addressed people’s concerns for a better life. 

(para. 4)  

However, Bookchin’s call was not taken into account by mainstream American society. Thus, it 

would seem that the perspective of early environmental education may be viewed as being rooted 

in ‘problems’ or ‘issues’ focussing on human activities and technologies as the cause of the 

degradation and destruction of nature or natural habitats and systems.  

This problem-focused view of the environment, both natural and built, is seen in Stapp’s 

writings. While noticing that people were increasingly moving to urban areas contributing to 

various environmental problems, he wrote, “Our communities are being plagued with problems 

such as: lack of comprehensive environmental planning; indiscriminate use of pesticides; 

community blight; air and water pollution; traffic congestion; and the lack of institutional 

arrangements needed to cope effectively with environmental problems” (1969, p. 30). However, 

despite these conclusions, Stapp’s view was that effective civic actions could create change 

stating, “Citizens can be effective in influencing sound policy in many ways” (p. 30). 
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Stapp also recognized that many current curricula and programs were inadequate in 

developing the kind of informed and active citizens that he saw as being necessary for changes: 

Most current programs in conservation education are oriented primarily to basic 

resources; they do not focus on community environment and its associated  

problems. Furthermore, few programs emphasize the role of the citizen in working  

both individually and collectively toward the solution of problems that affect our  

well-being. There is a vital need for an educational approach that effectively educates 

man regarding his relationship to the total environment. (1969, p. 30) 

Stapp claims that, “This new approach, designed to reach citizens of all ages, is called 

‘environmental education’” (1969, p. 31). In the US, Canada, and beyond, Stapp was also of 

central importance in defining environmental education (EE) and describing its scope and 

purposes. An emphasis in Stapp’s thinking was a focus on a systems approach to education 

where, “The principal feature of the philosophy of EE is that man is an integral part of a system 

from which he cannot be separated” and that, “The biophysical environment designates both the 

natural and man-made [emphasis added] components of the environment” [emphasis added]  

(p. 30). Furthermore, he added, EE’s system would and should include, “the social, political, 

economic, technological, institutional arrangements, and aesthetic elements” and should 

“…ideally include familiarity with urban and rural design” [emphasis added] (pp. 30-31). 

This view is also seen in the final report of the UNESCO Programme on Man and The 

Biosphere (MAB) Task Force on Integrated Ecological Studies on Human Settlements Within the 

Framework of Project 11, in defining urban systems as ecosystems of humans of urban areas:  

Human settlements are also recognized as ecological systems, in the sense that they are 

‘habitat systems’ for human populations, which may be directly comparable with  
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‘natural ecosystems’. Such comparisons can contribute usefully to the understanding of 

the functioning of urban systems. (1976a, p. 13) 

Stapp’s influence was felt outside the US through a series of international conferences intended 

to formulate EE and of particular importance to this thesis, were two conferences, both organized 

by the United Nation’s Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

In 1975, the first of these meetings resulted in the UNESCO-UNEP Charter, known as 

the Belgrade Charter, and the second in 1977, which generated the Tbilisi Declaration.  

The 1975 Belgrade Charter included clear statements about the purposes of environmental 

education, creating “A Global Framework for Environmental Education”, with the first  

“Guiding Principles of Environmental Education Programmes”, listed as,  

“Environmental education should consider the environment in its totality—natural and  

man-made [emphasis added] ecological, political, technological and social, legislative, cultural 

and aesthetic” (p. 4). The 1975 Belgrade Charter also states: 

The goal of environmental education is to develop a world population that is aware of, 

and concerned about, the environment and its associated problems, and which has the 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, motivations, and commitment to work individually and 

collectively toward solutions of current problems and the prevention of new ones. (p. 3) 

The Tbilisi Declaration resulted from the second UNESCO-UNEP joint conference of 

1977 (UNESCO & UNEP, 1978). The conference resulted from a meeting of representatives of 

66 member states (265 delegates) and extended the Belgrade Charter by adding greater detail as 

to the statement of the purposes of EE. Of direct interest to the purposes and focus of this thesis, 
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the Tbilisi Declaration’s Section #3 on “The Role, Objectives and Guiding Principles of 

Environmental Education” declared: 

A basic aim of environmental education is to succeed in making individuals and 

communities understand the complex nature of the natural and the built environments 

[emphasis added] resulting from the interaction of their biological, physical, social, 

economic, and cultural aspects, and acquire the knowledge, values, attitudes, and 

practical skills to participate in a responsible and effective way in anticipating  

and solving environmental problems, and in the management of the quality of  

the environment. (1978, p. 25) 

The Tbilisi Declaration also made several further recommendations: 

To carry out these tasks, environmental education should bring about a closer link 

between educational processes and real life, building its activities around the 

environmental problems that are faced by particular communities and focusing analysis 

on these by means of an interdisciplinary, comprehensive approach, which will permit a 

proper understanding of environmental problems. (p. 25) 

Furthermore, “Environmental education should be regarded as a continuing process 

providing its recipients, through the constant renewal of its approach, content and methods, with 

knowledge that is always attuned to the changing conditions of the environment” (UNESCO & 

UNEP, 1978, p. 26). 

 

 

 



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

24	

The Tbilisi Declaration also lists objectives of EE, assigning those objectives to the 

categories of: Awareness, Knowledge, Attitudes, Skills, and Participation (AKASP) (UNESCO 

& UNEP, 1978). Several guiding principles of the Tbilisi Declaration are of relevance to the 

focus of this thesis, specifically that Environmental Education should: 

§ Consider the environment in its totality—natural and built, technological and social 

[emphasis added] (economic, political, cultural-historical, ethical, aesthetic);  

§ Be a continuous lifelong process, beginning at the pre-school level and continuing 

through all formal and non-formal stages;  

§ Be interdisciplinary in its approach, drawing on the specific content of each discipline in 

making possible a holistic and balanced perspective;  

§ Emphasize the complexity of environmental problems and thus the need to develop 

critical thinking and problem-solving skills…. (p. 27) 

The Tbilisi Declaration also proclaimed environmental education should: “utilize diverse 

learning environments and a broad array of educational approaches to teaching/learning about 

and from the environment with due stress on practical activities and first-hand  

experience” (p. 27). 

It is important to note that these important definitions and descriptions of EE were written 

in the 1960s and 1970s, decades in which mass media carried the environmental concerns 

expressed by Rachel Carson and others forward into wider public attention, resulting in pressures 

for political action. For example, the Environmental Education Act (EEA) of 1970 accompanied 

the USA’s National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (McCrea, 2006). In addition, the 1972 

United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm, Sweden created the 

Declaration Of The United Nations Conference On The Human Environment, stating in its 
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proclamation: “Both aspects of man’s environment, the natural and the man-made, [emphasis 

added] are essential to his well-being and to the enjoyment of basic human rights-even the right 

to life itself” (UN, 1973, p. 3). 

It is notable that in the period of the 1970s and 1980s, educators proposed a number of 

further definitions of EE and clearly sought to establish a position for it in the curricula of 

schools, colleges and universities. Of relevance to this study are the educational 

recommendations in the 1975 publication, Insights Into Environmental Education which claimed 

EE would benefit from becoming a multi-disciplinary educational method incorporating the 

education typologies of design based learning, architectural education, urban planning, urban 

design, place based learning, cultural knowledge, civic and international knowledge, geography, 

biology, critical analysis, spatial analysis, the use of games and simulations in regards to 

teaching on the human environment (Martin & Wheeler, 1975). 

A few years later in 1980, Hungerford, Peyton and Wilke published, Goals for 

Curriculum Development in Environmental Education in the Journal of Environmental 

Education where they expressed strong views that the development of EE curriculum had a  

“lack of foundation” (p.42). They also stated EE needs to have a “cohesive strategy to guide 

[curriculum] developers toward goals which would facilitate the production of a citizenry 

competent to cope successfully with environmental issues” (p. 42). EE cannot be left as a  

“matter for intuition” as it has been, they claim (p. 42). They reference a claim made by R.E. 

Roth (as cited in Hungerford, et al., 1980) that “the presence of environmental education in 

public school curricula can often be characterized by loose organization and little sense of 

direction” (p. 42). Hungerford, et al. (1980) also referenced Vande Visse and Stapp to further 

support their claims and stated that EE programs must have clear goals and objectives or else 



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

26	

they just become just “unrelated experiences” (p. 43). Hungerford, et al. (1980) explained that 

this was also the findings of the research of Childress (as cited in Hungerford, et al., 1980)  

“in his survey of 301 environmental education programs and projects” (p. 43). Hungerford, et al. 

(1980) explained that the conclusion Childress reached from his research was that there was  

“far less emphasis on helping students actually solve environmental problems and develop 

problem solving skills” (Hungerford, et al., 1980 p. 43). Hungerford, et al. (1980) stated that 

Childress’ findings “are contrary to the recommendations for environmental education objectives 

contained in both the 1975 Belgrade Charter and in the 1977 Tbilisi Intergovernmental 

Conference Report” (Hungerford, et al., 1980 p. 43).  

As well Hungerford, et al. (1980) provide numerous recommendations on how to  

clearly define EE curriculum goals and objectives to allow for students to be able to deal with 

environmental issues and to give them the skills to solve them (Hungerford, et al., 1980).  

One of their recommendations is:  

That EE is an interdisciplinary pursuit and that numerous disciplines must be reflected in 

the generation of any goals for curriculum development. Only in this manner can EE help 

receivers to successfully meet the challenges facing them as world citizens.  

(Hungerford, et al., 1980, p. 45) 

In their final recommendation they stated “that any efforts to achieve these goals  

for environmental education be undertaken in a manner that is consistent with the Guiding 

Principles for EE proposed at the Tbilisi Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental 

Education” (p. 47). 
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In 1990, the 1970 US Public Law 101-619, the Environmental Education Act (EEA) was 

revamped as the National Environmental Education Act (NEEA) clearly incorporating EE and 

built environment education in its framework (National Association of Conservation Districts, 

League City Texas, 1998, p. 5). The (NEAA) is also relevant to Canada in that it supports the 

“sponsorship and management of international exchanges of teachers and other educational 

professionals between the United States, Canada, and Mexico involved in environmental 

programs and issues” (National Environmental Education Act of 1990, Section 5). 

Of particular interest to this thesis, are these NEEA statements, “Effective response to 

complex environmental problems requires understanding of the natural and built environment, 

awareness of environmental problems and their origins (including those in urban areas), and the 

skills to solve these problems” (National Environmental Education Act, 1990). The Act further 

states that, “Current Federal efforts to inform and educate the public concerning the natural and 

built environment and environmental problems are not adequate” (National Environmental 

Education Act, 1990).  The Act mandates that the Office of Environmental Education should: 

1. Develop and support programs and related efforts, in consultation and coordination 

with other Federal agencies, to improve understanding of the natural and built 

environment, and the relationships between humans and their environment, including 

the global aspects of environmental problems;  

 

2. Support development and the widest possible dissemination of model curricula, 

educational materials, and training programs for elementary and secondary students and 

other interested groups, including senior Americans.  

(National Environmental Education Act of 1990, Section 4) 
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Discussions and debates as to the goals and nature of environmental education and about 

the position of EE as an element of school curricula have continued to this day without 

consensus (Martin & Wheeler, 1975; Saylan & Blumstein, 2011; Sterling, 2001). 

In contrast to the issues-based arguments advanced by the 1975 Belgrade Charter and the 

Tbilisi Report (1978) documents, or by many professional environmental educators during the 

1980s and into the 2000s, some contemporary EE theorists take very different approaches. For 

example, at the 9th World Environmental Education Congress Stephen Sterling presented a 

paper titled, Environmental Education: Paradox and Proposition (2017) in which he advocated 

that the word ‘environmental’ in EE should actually be dropped in favour of EE being all 

encompassing and embracing other disciplines and practices. In this paper he wrote that,  

“the EE movement should strive to encourage, welcome and interact with any education for 

change movement that affects environmental quality and social justice positively, irrespective of 

what it might call itself” (2017, p. 11). Academics such as Sterling (2017) and Sauvé (2017), 

Saylan and Blumstein (2011), Orr (1992), and Martin and Wheeler (1975) argue for the infusion 

of EE into all curricular areas across all grade and age levels. 

Presenting a paper at the 9th World Environmental Education Congress (WEEC) Benavot, 

from State University of New York, and Koseleci, of UNESCO put forward a recommendation 

from their (2017) paper titled, Monitoring Education for Sustainable Development and Global 

Citizenship in the New Education Agenda that all teachers should be prepared to teach on  

“topics related to sustainable development and global citizenship” because teachers are key to 

“mainstreaming relevant content in curricula and textbooks” (p. 32). In the context of these 

remarks it should be noted that although the UN no longer uses the term EE and refers instead to 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) many environmental educators consider the SDGs to 
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already be encompassed in the broad field of EE. However, there are environmental educators 

who express concerns that by firmly linking EE to the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals,  

the boundaries between education, advocacy, and indoctrination may be blurred (Jickling, 2005; 

Wals & Jickling, 2002). In contrast, Sterling proposes that EE needs to embrace “any strategy 

that can help shift consciousness and build positive pathways and action in this watershed 

moment in history” (2017, p. 13).  

The articles and reports presented above reveal a long lasting and continuing struggle to 

have EE be given a distinct position in the K-12 curricula. Other arguments such as from 

McBride, Brewer, Berkowitz, & Borrie, (2013) in their article titled “Environmental Literacy, 

Ecological Literacy, Ecoliteracy: What do we mean and How did we get here?”, explained that 

definitional arguments over the goals of EE are still alive and well within the field of EE. 

In 1980, Jeanne Howard, wrote, “many environmental educators, coming from 

backgrounds of biology and the natural sciences, tend to see only the ‘ecology’ of the urban 

environment, while ignoring or minimizing the other two components of a complete  

“urban environmental education [which are] the built environment [and] the 

social/political/economic environment” (p. 46). McClaren (2009) reiterates Howard’s 

observations, noting that for many people urban environments are an important experience in 

their lives and he finds “it is strange how little attention we pay to these environments in school 

programs” especially in British Columbia, Canada (p. 301). He also speaks of the ideas or 

solutions to this problem, in that EE should revolve around place and that means we must not 

discriminate against urban places and nor should EE discriminate between what is perceived to 

be natural and what is perceived to be human-made regardless (McClaren, 2009). As well, he 

claims that the educational system and teachers in particular should allow students the space to 
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discuss cities and urban issues and urban life when it comes to urban environmental education 

and should not ignore it as in the past. 

Navarro (2016) claims that, “If educating about the natural environment is something that 

is assumed today, a single data is sufficient to understand the importance of education on the 

built environment: by 2050 seven out of ten people will live in cities” therefore focussing on 

built environment education is imperative (para. 3). Navarro further states, “These objectives 

have been reinforced by three factors: the new social role of the architect, the rise of citizen 

participation and the search for alternative educational models” (para. 4). Citing, “It is precisely 

participatory processes that have highlighted the need for any citizen to possess a minimum of 

spatial skills and competences” (para. 4), she continues with claiming that there is also onus on 

“architects to prevent the repetition of erroneous models from the past and to reduce the 

distance between the profession and society through education” [emphasis in original] (para. 3). 

Based on an extensive review of over 30 years of EE literature, Sauvé (2005) describes 

the broad practice of EE and describes 15 areas of importance in the foci and practices of the EE 

field. Several of her proposed lenses are of particular relevance to this thesis, for example: 

“Problem Solving”, in which she asks, “… considering the state of our world, would it be 

unethical to conduct environmental education without focusing on concrete problem-solving?” 

(p. 16). She discusses the “Humanist/Mesological Current” with mesology being defined as the 

“the study of the milieu of life”, the conjunction of both the natural world and the built 

[emphasis added] environment or “human dimension…” that includes “…all its historical, 

cultural, political, economic, emotional, and other aspects” and “its significance, its symbolic 

value” must be taken into account (p. 18). Sauvé proposes that: “Architecture, among others, lies 

at the heart of this interaction. The environment includes the environment of the city, the public 
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square, cultivated gardens, etc., just as it is the environment of the rural countryside, with its 

many diverse means of ‘inhabiting’ the land” (p. 18). 

Sauvé (2005) describes the landscape in terms of both its natural systems and systems 

engineered by human settlement/habitation, which is landscape urbanism and explains that this 

approach to EE is favourable to those in the human sciences as it contains a cognitive approach. 

However, she offers the example of EE based on place-based learning as nevertheless, being 

beyond “systemic observation, analysis, and synthesis, the humanist current appeals for 

sensoriality, affective sensibility, creativity” (p. 18).  

In the midst of the above overview of the struggles to develop a prescriptive and 

descriptive curriculum theory of environmental education (Barrow, 1981), it is useful to look at 

how awareness of urban places and the built environment have held a common thread throughout 

the decades. For example, in the 1968 Man and Nature in the City Symposium publication 

Gerald Schneider stated, “The city child is a product of a concrete environment” (p. 68).  

As well Schneider stated, “First things first, the city child must be met on his own ground” 

(Schneider, 1968, p. 73). Meaning that educators should focus on children’s immediate 

city/urban world and what is within it including its nature (Schneider, 1968). 

In this section, I have reviewed literature and other documents that show that beginning 

in the 1960s definitions of environmental education, have included concern for built 

environments and urban places in their proposals as well as focusing on natural or wilderness 

places and spaces. I reviewed the emergence of proposals for environmental education to be an 

important element of school and college programs, with focus on proposals developed by 

advocates and scholars in the US and Canada. Early definitions of EE and proposals as to its 

goals tended to have a focus on addressing environmental problems or issues such as pollution in 
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air and water. Proponents of EE saw the field as a means of creating a public that was 

knowledgeable about environmental issues and human impacts, and that would also be motivated 

to act on environmental problems. In contrast, Orr claimed, “The study of environmental 

problems is an exercise in despair unless it is regarded as only the preface to the study, design, 

and implementation of solutions” (1992, p. 94). 

Active discussions and debate as to the place of EE in school curricula continue, with 

opinions ranging from treating EE as an important specialization that should be given clear 

emphasis and position in school programs through to arguments proposing the infusion of 

environmental topics and concepts across multiple disciplines in school programs from 

kindergarten to high school without the need to treat EE as a separate subject or curricular 

element. There are also those who advocate seeing EE as an element of the larger program of 

sustainable development. What is clear is that from the earliest formulations, proponents of EE 

regarded the environment as encompassing both the natural and the built worlds. The challenge 

of balance the two may be one of differing emphasis and preference among educators with those 

who view natural places and experiences as being preferable and more engaging than the 

experience of built environments and urban settings. 

In the following section, I turn to a review of programs, proposals and initiatives that deal 

more directly with education focused on urban places/cities and the design, planning, and 

development of built environments. 
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Educational Programs and Initiatives Directed at the Built Environment 

In this part of the review, I report on a selection of education initiatives and programs from 

Canada, the USA and the UK that have included consideration of both the built environment and 

its natural environments, or the ecology within and around urban places and spaces. Many of 

these programs were developed in the same period as mainstream school-based EE but have 

received less attention in resource collections aimed at school curricula. 

The built environment has often been viewed in environmental education as a separate 

element or system, particularly in Canada and the USA. Even though some environmental 

education programs focus on urban contexts, these programs often pay attention to fractured 

ecological systems within a city or to sustainability issues, rather than viewing cities in their 

entirety as functioning ecosystems (Astbury, et. al., 2014; Benton-Short & Short, 2013; 

Schwartz, 2010; Sert, 1942; Rowe, 2013). Dr. Reis, of the University of Ottawa’s Faculty of 

Education and Alishia Valeri, an elementary teacher, claim that there is a discourse in EE that 

“cities are the antitheses of nature and the source of society’s ailments…” (Valeri & Reis,  

2012, p. 4). 

Kudryavtsev and Krasny (2013) citing Renner and Hartley (1940) and Renner (1942) in 

their research findings, found that in the beginning half of the 20th century the various 

environmental problems of cities were perceived as environmental learning opportunities,  

(2013, p. 3). A clear example of the inclusion of both the built environment and the natural 

environment can be seen in the work of the Congrès International D'Architecture Moderne 

(CIAM) from 1928 to 1959 (Sert, 1942). Initially the Congress members looked to solve several 

specific urban problems including: the lack of sunlight in buildings; industrial locations’ 

proximity to homes; lack of infrastructure; the emergency preparedness of cities; child safety 
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while playing in streets; lack of open spaces; and lack of access to public spaces including urban 

parks and green spaces, and National Parks accessibility. Included also were social, cultural and 

environmental housing issues such as: insufficient housing, overcrowding, squalor and poverty; 

and pollution issues such as; water pollution, inadequate sewage; air pollution, plus public safety, 

and other related health and safety issues in addition to housing-related social and cultural ones 

(Sert, 1942). 

These ideas developed by the early CIAM members about the goals and purpose of city 

planning remain to have influence into the present day and reflect an integration of the natural 

with the built. However, Klasky (2015) proposes that EE has “reinforced a false dichotomy that 

nature is good and that cities are bad” and claims further that children raised in cities have an 

affinity for polar bears but not much knowledge on their own local urban environment, with 

many city children believing that the environment is elsewhere (Klasky, 2015, para. 5-6).  

Ward and Fyson (1973) argued that the more soulless or featureless seeming an area is, 

the more reason there should be to study it and for students to develop solutions to those 

conditions (p. 26). However, Byron (2015) writes that in the United States both students and 

teachers often feel that there is nothing of educational importance in their local urban 

environment because the teachers lack personal connections to the local area themselves. In 

contrast to Byron, a United Kingdom study by Burningham and Thrush (2001) found that for 

most of their participants the most pressing environmental issues concerned their local 

immediate environment, in particular with regard to their “health and well-being” (p. 32) and 

“quality of life” (p. 39), and their concerns were not directed at distant geographic locales such 

as the Amazon rainforest. Burningham and Thrush concluded, “A focus on local conditions is 

unlikely to be restricted to members of disadvantaged groups; people generally find it easier to 
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think about local than global problems. This suggests that environmental policies with a strong 

local focus are more likely to attract public interest and support than those that rely on a global 

consciousness” (2001, p. 39). This conclusion might seem to challenge the popular slogan, 

“think locally—act globally” but if you are from a disadvantaged group of people, as the 

Burningham and Thrush study found, then focusing on acting globally is not perceived as more 

important than the immediate local environment or acting locally. 

 Aligning with Patrick Geddes’ 1915 philosophy on cities, nature and planning, in 1925 

sociologists Park, Burgess and McKenzie wrote, The City, in which of particular note is Park’s 

statement, “The city is not, in other words, merely a physical mechanism and an artificial 

construction. It is involved in the vital process of the people who compose it; it is a product of 

nature, and particularly of human nature” (p. 1). On the topic of the city Sert (1942) later stated: 

Cities like nature are living breathing organisms made up of a multitude of complex 

systems. Those living in and growing up in cities are exposed to a multiplicity of natural 

systems and human-made as well as cultural, societal, and economic systems. (p. 3) 

 These comments reflect a trend to view cities through an ecosystem lens involving all the 

systems of both the built and natural world. Writing on the topic, Wheeler (1975) also included 

humans as being one with their environment, both with their “natural world” and “cultural 

background”, and explained that humans are “both a creature and a creator of the surroundings” 

they live in (p. 2). 

 Writings on the topic of city planning and urban design reflect a continuation of this 

holistic perspective about cities. For example, Spirn (1984) claimed that in America “…tradition 

has set the city against nature, and nature against the city” and this mindset has persisted with the 

city seen as “…an entity apart from nature and even antithetical to it has dominated the way in 
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which the city is perceived and continues to affect how its built” (p. 5). She further remarks that, 

“Regarding the city as an ecosystem permits every individual to perceive his or her cumulative 

impact on the city, and the designer of every building and park to perceive its place within the 

whole” (2003, p. 201). However, she also notes, “…most people, including ecologists and city 

planners, see the cities as existing outside of nature” (2003, p. 208). 

Spirn (2011) reminds us that cities need to be recognized “as a part of the natural world” 

and as human habitat, just as stated in the 1975 Belgrade Charter and Tbilisi Report (1978), and 

that people need to “design them accordingly”, to be contemplative in analyzing all systems of a 

city and design with all systems in mind for humans and all other life forms (Spirn, 2011, p. 8). 

Schwartz (2010) extends Spirn’s themes, writing that, “It is when cities are thought of as living 

organisms, rather than collections of buildings, that the landscape becomes a major player in 

discussions about sustainability” (2010, p. 525). The research findings of Ortiz, Ferret, and 

Baylina (2016), echo these views when they explain that, “when young people refer to built 

environments, they may also identify them as nature” (2016, p. 162). Kelley, Pendras and 

Minnella (2012) claim, “That nature is conceived quite broadly by youth in the urban 

landscape—and these conceptions are particular to the culturally mediated ways that youth 

experience urban space” (p. 882). 

Thus, depending on where their culture lies, young people may see no discrepancy 

between the built and natural environments. A further example of this way of seeing is the 

research of Corral-Verdugo and de Queiroz Pinheiro, who claim that many Latin American 

cultures do not share in the divisive view of humans as being separate from nature (2009). 

Further research on environmental beliefs describes findings show that Mexicans, Italians, 

French and Hindus also share holistic worldviews (Verdugo & de Queiroz Pinheiro, 2009,  
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p. 369). Corral-Verdugo and de Queiroz Pinheiro (2009) state that Latin Americans share  

a mixture of beliefs that combine European traditions of rationality, dualism, postmodernism,  

and analytical thinking with traditional indigenous beliefs of “collectivism, holistic  

worldviews, and emotional attachments to places and to others” (p. 372). They stated that both  

“‘indigenous’ worldviews and western worldviews live together giving a wider diversity of 

beliefs to the Latin American” (p. 372). 

Orr (1992) reflecting on students’ learning, stated that: 

…all education is environmental education. By what is included or excluded, emphasized 

or ignored, students learn that they are part of or apart from the natural world. 

Conventional education, by and large, has been a celebration of all that is human to the 

exclusion of our dependence on nature. As a result, students frequently seem to be devoid 

of any sense of place or stewardship, or inkling of why these are important. (p. 90) 

Furthermore, Orr claimed that: 

…environmental issues are complex and cannot be understood through a single discipline 

or department. Despite a decade or more of discussion and experimentation, 

interdisciplinary environmental education remains an unfulfilled promise.  

The failure occurred because it was tried within discipline-centered institutions. A more 

promising approach is to reshape the larger institutional structure to function as an 

interdisciplinary laboratory that includes components such as agriculture, solar 

technologies, forestry, land management, wildlife, waste cycling, architectural design, 

and economics. Part of the task of interdisciplinary education is the study of interactions 

across the boundaries of conventional knowledge and experience. (p. 90) 
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Orr’s comments can be seen as reflecting a systems perspective in developing an 

understanding of cities. Descriptions of the goals of EE have often proposed the development of 

systems thinking as critical to ecological literacy so the application of systems thinking in urban 

EE is consistent with other views of the purposes and approaches of EE (McBride et. al., 2013).  

However, even given the foundational statements about the nature and goals of EE as 

including both the natural and the built there are still critics who note at least an implicit bias in 

environmental education towards the natural and in opposition to the built. For example, Benton-

Short & Short (2013) contend, “Cities have been described and understood as somehow separate 

from the so-called ‘natural-world’. This has been reinforced by the increasing separation of life 

in the city from the wider environmental context” (p. 3). Often in traditional urban studies  

“the physical nature of cites has been historically ignored, …instead focusing on, political and 

economic rather than the ecological” (Benton-Short & Short, 2013, p. 3).  

However, Benton and Short emphasize that, “cities are ecological systems, they are 

predicated against the physical world as mediated through the complex prism of social and 

economic power” (2013, p. 4). Thus, a fractured and distorted view of our environment has been 

created, but fortunately this is changing (Benton-Short & Short, 2013). 

 Spirn (2011) reflects on the challenges with the fractured way EE tends to view the 

‘environment’ stating that, “Conflicting ideas of nature coexist, and they affect perception and 

action” and she reminds us to think about “the idea of nature” differently as “the biological, 

physical, and chemical processes that create and sustain life, the earth, and the universe” and if 

we choose to “…embrace this idea, then the false oppositions between the city and nature, the 

given and the built, fall away” (2011, p. 8). More attention is needed in developing a broad 

public awareness and multi-faceted understanding of cities as key elements of the human 
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ecosystem, but also at equipping people to actively participate in the decisions that shape cities 

and urban places. 

Environmental education, perspectives from planning and design participation  

Sanoff, quoted in, Planning and Urban Design Standards of the American Planning 

Association, (2006) defines community participation as: 

…the involvement of people in the creation and management of their built and natural 

environments. Its strength is that it cuts across traditional professional boundaries and 

cultures. The activity of community participation is based on the principle that the built 

and natural environments work better if citizens are active and involved in its creation 

and management instead of being treated as passive consumers. (p. 46) 

According to Midgley, (as cited in Sanoff, 2000), the idea of community participation 

was not clarified and defined until the 1950s and 1960s and was then associated with the  

“third world community development movement” and the “Western social work, and community 

radicalism…” of that era (p. 1). Sanoff further claims that, “the emergence of community 

participation theory came about because of the “United Nation’s popular participation programs 

that required the creation of opportunities for all people to be politically involved and share in 

the development process” (p. 1). Katan and Shiffman (2014), claim that the 1960s -1970s the 

environmental movement’s importance and significance is that it: 

provided a vehicle for accelerating change, continued learning and ongoing engagement 

that no one event, no matter how well thought through, financed and planned could have 

brought about. It led us to the awareness that planning and development is a process and 

not just an event or a product and that engaging in participatory planning requires more 
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than consultation, but also the building of capacity, including the organizational capacity 

to engage in the process over time. (Katan & Shiffman, 2014, p. 35) 

With respect to the urban context of EE, the goals of fostering public participation in 

community development, urban planning, and the design of constructed environments begin to 

emerge clearly in some statements about EE. For example, the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP), Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Report Series #31 and #57 propose that 

community and public participation are vital to human settlements with both approaches being 

further detailed in Report #57 as integrating public participation with urban planning and 

ecology in urban areas (UNESCO & UNEP, 1976a; UNESCO & UNEP, 1984). 

Driskell (2002) writes that, participation should include all ages and should be  

“involved, local, transparent, inclusive, interactive, responsive, relevant, educational, reflective, 

transformative, sustainable, personal, and voluntary” (pp. 33-34). Jacobs (1961) claimed that for 

city planners, “Much of what they need to know they can learn from no one but the people of the 

place, because nobody else knows enough about it” (p. 408). In Jacobs’ view, local residents 

hold a great amount of knowledge and children and youth hold very different information than 

adults. In this line of thinking local residents, and not just professionals, have information that is 

unknown to outsiders (Adams & Ingham, 1998; Chawla, 2002a; Driskell, 2002; Hart, 1997; 

Katan & Shiffman, 2014; Lynch, 1977). 

According to the United Nations, “participation in planning can empower communities 

and build social capital, lead to better design of urban projects and allow for participants’ 

concerns to be incorporated within strategies” (United Nations Human Settlements Programme, 

2009, p. 65). Katan and Shiffman (2014) claim that the participatory community-based planning 
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and design processes that they used in projects in the USA, Europe, South America and Africa 

have translated into real housing projects that have been, “…generating greater attention to 

sustainable planning practices and green building approaches, and helped give birth to the 

environmental justice and industrial retention movements that have recently emerged”  

(2014, p. 12). They further claim that, “Community participatory processes and designs – when 

practiced genuinely – go far beyond the planning, design, and development professions 

contributing their know-how and talent to low-and moderate-income communities” and become 

“…a more trans-disciplinary approach to design and community development” (2014, p. 12). 

Innovative participatory planning and design 

Orr (2002) argued that our ecological problems may be the result of design failures, and 

if that is true, then we can design better and design ourselves out of our ecological problems and 

into solutions (2002). Schwartz (2010) proposed that, “As with the study of ecology, unless we 

truly embrace all of these systems – humans and natural - we will not be able to design optimal 

cities for people” (p. 524). Schwartz further stated that: 

Without human connection to a site or a city, even our best efforts at creating sustainable 

environments will not succeed. We must build constituencies of users devoted to the 

places we build, and recognize that the public landscape is one of the most fragile 

components of our cities, but perhaps the most critical; without it, natural and social 

systems cannot function. (p. 525) 

Further, Schwartz explained how landscapes, identities and health are interwoven: 

The urban landscape that we humans share with ecological systems and plant and animal 

habitat forms our identity as individuals and becomes the image of the city.  
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It can be degraded or ugly, or glorious in its diversity and beauty. It can determine the 

health of the earth itself, establish the liveability of a city, support a city’s economy,  

and help to create health and happiness for its citizens. (p. 525) 

Vinton and Hawkins (1977) in a submission for the Children, Nature, and the Urban  

Environment: Proceedings of Symposium-Fair of 1975 wrote: 

The city is actually an ecosystem, a community of physical and biological entities 

interacting with each other and with the total environment. Education that deals with the 

urban environment should help learners understand the city as such a totality. The city, 

moreover, does not end at a specific boundary, but influences environments far beyond 

its political limits. 

Urban environmental education thus includes investigation of all types of 

environments. In addition to the study of the effects of the city on the natural 

environment, urban environmental education must deal with public health, transportation, 

architecture and landscaping, and zoning and planning. The most traditional forms of 

environmental education-nature study and conservation-are easily adaptable to urban 

surroundings and points of reference familiar to the city dweller. (p. 200) 

In other words, Vinton and Hawkins (1977) claimed that it is imperative that environmental 

education and urban environmental education embrace the built and the natural environment as a 

singular environment or as the human ecosystem.  

Regarding urban environmental education specifically, Kudryavtsev explains,  

“Cities have to develop mechanisms for long-term sustainability, which depends on human 

creativity, communities’ adaptive capacity, our understanding of biophysical and social systems, 

human and social capital, and our participation in urban planning and environmental 
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stewardship” (2014, para. 2). Schneider pondered that, “if children are put in the role of planner, 

they might come up with solutions or at least become more aware of environmental problems 

and what has to be done” (1968, p. 72).  

Derr (2017) stated that the “application of participatory principles for environmental 

education or advocacy has been much less common in the U.S.” (p. 86). Derr notes that she and 

her “colleagues have approached participation as an opportunity to creatively explore nature as a 

part of the city” thus, “participation as a learning process extends not only to social processes 

and values but also to those of the natural world” (p. 86). 

Tonucci (2006) wrote that it was not until the 1976 UN-Habitat conference in Vancouver, 

BC that cities really took into consideration the importance of incorporating citizens into city 

planning. Tonucci claims that it was at the 1975 Children, Nature, and the Urban Environment: 

Proceedings of a Symposium-Fair that it was considered important for children to be 

incorporated into planning (Tonucci, 2006, p. 233). However, this topic was preceded by the 

Man and Nature in the City symposium of 1968, which focussed on the urban/city life and 

children’s environmental education and in relation to city planning issues. 

One could argue that both these symposiums and the 1976 UN-Habitat conference all had 

their roots from the 1960s where communities took strong stands to rejecting passivity towards 

government planning decisions (UN-Habitat, 2009). As the UN-Habitat (2009) writes, this global 

movement has its roots “Since the 1960s, [and] there has been a growing unwillingness on the 

part of communities to passively accept the planning decisions of politicians and technocrats that 

impact on their living environments” (UN-Habitat, 2009. p. xxiii). 
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Francis and Lorenzo (2006) wrote that before 1960, citizens including children, were 

ignored in the “urban decision-making process” but as participatory planning and design 

processes were expanded to a “socio-cultural process” this all changed and children and youth 

were recognized as being the most affected social group by poor urban design in cities, lacking 

in reflecting their needs (p. 223). Francis and Lorenzo (2006) explained further that an 

impressive participatory planning project involving children and youth took place in Bologna,  

in April 1994 with over 300 elementary and middle school children participating from nearly 100 

schools across Italy to define “child-friendly cities” along with more than 80 adult international 

experts in advance of the 1996 UN-Habitat conference with the project being supported by both 

UNICEF and UNEP (p. 227). 

This three-day workshop resulted in, “The Children’s Manifesto: How to Win Back our 

Cities”, a guide on future city design which listed the children and youth’s requests for more, 

“gathering places in neighbourhoods and town centres” and “more natural areas and elements” 

(Francis and Lorenzo, 2006, p. 228). The Manifesto also found that “traffic and parking were 

seen as barriers to their use of the outdoors” and the participants shared “creative ideas…. to 

better manage traffic in cities” and wished to have more control over “how and where they use 

their free time” (p. 228). The results of this workshop evolved into “over 1,000 schools and 

recreational groups” participating from 1992-1996 (p. 228). It also partially resulted into the 

1999 UNICEF book, Cities for Children, Children’s Rights, Poverty and Urban Management by 

Bartlett, Hart, Satterthwaite, de la Barra, & Missair, which gave recommendations on these 

topics and many more in creating “child-friendly cities” (Francis and Lorenzo, 2006, p. 227).  
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 Another extremely important example of involving children in city planning and 

governance was the ‘La Città Dei Bambini’, or the ‘Children’s City’ project created by 

Francesco Tonucci in 1991, a project that continues to this day with over 200 participating cities 

in Europe and Latin America (La Città Dei Bambini, 2017; Tonucci, 1997). The ‘Children’s 

City’ project focused on the “effects of experiments to promote the freedom of movement of 

children and their participation in the social and structural aspects of the urban environment” 

(Tonucci & Rissotto, 2001, p. 408) by allowing “the children [to] take an active role in the 

process of change, participating concretely in the government and design of the city and 

regaining possession of the urban space” through participating in local city governments  

(La Città Dei Bambini Project, 2017, para. 1). The participation of children is fostered through 

two key groups, ‘The Children’s Council’ which involves choosing from random schools, 

children, “aged 6-10 years, who work with an adult monitor for the purpose of ‘advising’ the city 

administrators, that is, to express the children’s point of view on the various topics of affecting 

the life of the city” (Tonucci & Rissotto, 2001, p. 414). The second key group enabling the 

participation of children in decisions related to their city is the ‘Children’s Participation in 

Planning’ group, where children work with “town hall technical staff (architects, town planners, 

environmentalists, etc., [and which] depending on the actual task, draw up an action project for 

the restoring of an environment, a space or a service” that incorporates the children’s and 

community’s needs (p. 414). 

Other scholars such as Adams and Ingham (1998), Hart (1999), Chawla (2002a), Driskell 

(2002), Horelli (2006), Bishop and Corkery (2017), Rudd, Malone and Bartlett (2017) and Derr 

Chawla and Mintzer (2018), have written extensively on the importance of children and youth 
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participating in city/urban and rural planning and as well in environmental planning regarding 

real projects, especially projects that are directly relevant to them and their communities.  

Horelli (2006) states that her own research on “‘children as urban planners, shows that young 

participants can be both able critics of their environments and producers of new ideas for 

implementation” (p. 239).  

 An example of an innovative participatory planning education technique that has been 

used with success is a partnership program between the UN-Habitat and the Swedish computer 

company Mojang AB© creators of Minecraft™ have partnered together through Block by Block, 

a workshop program utilizing Minecraft™ since 2012 (Crecente, 2014; Hoogervorst & Ojal, 

2015; Westerberg & von Heland, 2015). Minecraft™ has well “over 100 million users 

worldwide” (UN-Habitat, 2015, p. 3). It is a simple tool for 3D modelling in which participants 

can “explore the merit of different design alternatives and visualize ideas, potentially resulting in 

better design and ownership by the local community and users during the final implementation 

(Westerberg & von Heland, 2015, p. 17). 

The Block by Block program is used as a technique “for community participation and 

engagement tool in the design and implementation of public spaces” (Hoogervorst & Ojal, 2015, 

p. 1). With youth participants being the focus of the Block by Block program, they participate:  

in participatory design workshops, [where] young people are brought together to 

visualize their ideas in Minecraft™, and present these to city authorities and local 

government officials. UN-Habitat and local implementing partners then work with local 

governments to implement the ideas generated through the Minecraft™ process in  

real life. (Westerberg & von Heland, 2015, p. 2)  
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Thus, participants’ involvement is not tokenistic but becomes a real project to be built in the real 

world not just in the online computer world. The Block by Block planning and design approach 

is consistent with the call from the UN-Habitat’s Planning Sustainable Cities: Global Report on 

Human Settlements 2009 for urban planning to become more participatory, innovative and to be 

adaptable to anywhere in the world (UN-Habitat, 2009). As Block by Block has demonstrated in 

its global participation with children, teenagers and adults in such places as Nigeria, Peru, 

Mexico, Kosovo, Nepal, Bangladesh, Philippines, Solomon Islands, Haiti, South Africa, Kenya, 

Somalia, East-Jerusalem, Palestine and others (Westerberg & von Heland, 2015 & Block By 

Block, 2020). 

While there seemed to be growing recognition of the importance of fostering public 

participation in the processes of addressing urban problems and in city/urban planning and urban 

design, I found relatively few educational programs that specifically focused on the attainment of 

active citizenship and embodied participation in shaping the qualities of the urban environment. 

There are several significant examples of programs from the UK, USA and Canada that have 

been directed at supporting public participation in the context of urban issues. As early as the 

1960s educators and professionals in urban design and planning in both the UK and the USA 

were reporting being unsatisfied with planning practices and were calling for changes. In the UK 

demands were directed at “public participation in planning” and in the USA the calls were for 

“advocacy planning” (Ward, 1970, p. 88). 

Of significant importance to the UK and globally, is the Town and Country Planning 

Association (TCPA) founded in 1899 by Ebenezer Howard, the founder of the famous Green 

City movement (Ward, 1995). In 1969, in the UK, a government appointed committee produced 
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the People and Planning: Report on the Committee of Public Participation in Planning outlining 

recommendations to incorporate participatory planning into school programs (Ward, 1977).  

However, the Department of Education and Science ignored these proposals but  

“not by the TCPA” (Ward, 1977, p. 88). In 1971, given the lack of response from government 

agencies the TCPA “set up its Education Unit to advise teachers” (Ward, 1995, p. 22).  

The Education Unit’s task was “…to encourage education for mastery of the environment, 

aiming at a situation where the skills to manipulate the environment are accessible to all the 

people, not merely to an articulate minority” (Ward, 1995, p. 23). Colin Ward, a member and 

great contributor to the TCPA’s Education Unit, asked, “If the aim of environmental education is 

not to make children the masters of their environment, what else can it be for?” (Ward, 1977,  

p. 89). In 1971 Ward helped the TCPA create the Bulletin of Environmental Education (BEE), 

known as, Streetwise by1989 (Ward, 1977). This was a teacher’s bulletin on tools and 

information for teaching on the topic of EE in the urban environment mainly. One of the 

dominant questions the Bulletin of EE grappled with was, “But how can we devise an approach 

to environmental education which really engages the ordinary child in school?” (Ward, 1995,  

p. 23). Fyson (1976) asserted the BEE placed “a new emphasis upon urban problems as the 

mainspring of urban studies courses, on the premise that the average child learns better from 

involvement in actualities than from abstract theory” (p. 103).  

He continued with the key focus being that “Many contributions to BEE reassert that 

learning about the environment is often best done in the environment, especially where questions 

of personal perception are concerned, and a new concept of urban fieldwork – ‘streetwork’” 

[emphasis in original] (p. 103). This would be what is now known as ‘placed-based learning’. 

Furthermore, Fyson (1976) claimed that at the time, “Attitudes and values are of acknowledged 
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importance in environmental decision-making, and new school courses are developing to give 

them due emphasis” (p. 103). Another aspect of the TCPA and the BEE that Fyson described 

was “to close the gap, both of comprehension and of operation, between the school and  

the community” (p .103). 

In 1973, Ward and Fyson, published Streetwork: The Exploding School as part of the 

TCPA’s Education Division. Ward describes this work as much more than just a teacher’s 

guidebook on teaching about the environment and rather as a “polemic book” based on 

professional information gathering and research with children and adults over a 2-year period. 

(1973, p. vii). They stated that their book “is mainly concerned with the environmental education 

of the non-academic urban child-in other words the vast majority of the population” (p. vii). 

Ward and Fyson also stated specifically that, Streetwork is about,  

…ideas of the environment as the educational resource and of the enquiring school,  

the school without walls, the school as a vehicle of citizen participation in  

environmental decision, ideas that are above all about a ‘problem-orientated’  

approach to environmental education. (p. vii) 

In 1987, Eileen Adams and Colin Ward published, Art And The Built Environment,  

A Teacher’s Approach which they produced as a curriculum sourcebook for teachers of primary 

and secondary levels which included exercises with games, drawing exercises, master planning, 

site walks and incorporated architecture, urban planning, urban design, environmental education 

and art education (Adams & Ward, 1987). This sourcebook was the culmination of work started 

in 1976 and by 1980 saw the setting up of a nationwide network of curriculum development 

groups and an “extension of the age range” to include all secondary education levels as well as 

the joining of teachers, architects and planners “in implementing series of innovations in local 
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schools” with the long-term goal of integrating “the study of the built environment” into art 

curriculum in schools (Adams, & Ward, 1987, p. 6). Ward and Adams also wrote that,  

“Any systemic approach to environmental education requires interdisciplinary studies” (p. 20). 

They further claimed that schools have predominantly promoted environmental education  

“as an objective, scientific, geographical, historical or sociological study” where students were 

seldom “asked to draw conclusions or make judgments on the basis of their own experiences of 

the environment” (p. 20).  

In 1975 Frank Chippendale and Colin Ward, speaking on architectural education in 

schools, poignantly identified the sentiment of many students who felt powerless to change their 

environment and felt that they “are at war with their environment” because they didn’t have a say 

nor the tools in creating it or changing it within the educational system and society (p. 93). 

Chippendale and Ward argued that we need to teach students the tools to “love a place” by 

teaching them how to access the “genius loci, the spirit of a place” (p. 93). Teaching students to 

analyse and criticize a place through identifying all of its positive and negative characteristics by 

placing judgements on value and aesthetics of a place, essentially describes learning to conduct a 

site assessment or site analysis. This is the first step in the design Charrette process used in 

architecture, urban planning, urban design, and design learning/education. The design  

Charrettes described in this thesis research are used to solve real place-based issues often  

in quick amounts of time by communicating ideas and generating solutions through working  

as a group (Fleming, 2013;Torma, 1998). Please see Appendix A on page 211 for more 

information on Charrettes. 
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Adams and Ward (1987) further stated that, “Environmental education should not only 

involve a knowledge of the physical world, but should be concerned with how people feel about 

their environment, how they relate to it, how they are affected by it and how they affect it” 

(p. 21). They stated they viewed one of EE’s long-term goals to be: 

…that people should be better prepared to play a more creative and participatory  

role in shaping their environment. But participation demands higher levels of  

awareness, interest, concern for and understanding of the environment.  

It obliges us to think critically about it. (1987, p. 21) 

 

With the publication of Art And The Built Environment, A Teacher’s Approach, (1987)  

Adams and Ward gave teachers a curriculum that allowed for the reinstatement or reinjection of 

learning about our environment (natural and built) with the senses and with an awareness that  

the students already have ways in which they can express this by acknowledging that the 

students have the ability to learn to make critically informed decisions. Adams and Ward hoped 

they might affect this change by teaching students interdisciplinary “design education”,  

which they claimed had largely been ignored in schools and or had been viewed as only a  

technical practice (p. 22). 

The 1976 Handbook of Environmental Education with International Case Studies, funded 

by United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization and written by Saveland, is 

another important international text that showcases global environmental educational programs 

that include participatory planning, urban planning, urban design, landscape architecture and 

architecture, or rather, the built environment education in its entirety. While Streetwork  
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(Ward & Fyson, 1973), Bulletin of Environmental Education from 1971-1989, (TCPA), 

Streetwise from 1989-1997 (TCPA) and Art and The Built Environment (Adams & Ward, 1987) 

were important initiatives in urban EE, their impacts were somewhat restricted to the UK. 

However, in the US and Canada during the same period there were several notable programs of 

education about the urban environment. Examples include: The Deschool Primer, Your City Has 

Been Kidnapped (Jones, 1972), Teaching Ideas for Urban Places (McClaren & Walker, 1974), 

The City and the Teacher (Symonds, 1971), and A Community Study for Primary Children, 

Urban Studies Series, (Vancouver Environmental Education Project, 1973). 

In San Francisco, USA, The DeSchool Primer, Your City Has Been Kidnapped (Jones, 

1972), publication printed by the Zephyros Co-op provided activities for all ages to use the city 

as their classroom with encouraging city explorations as a focus of learning about one’s city 

environment (Jones, 1972). In 1974, a teacher-oriented educational publication, Teaching Ideas 

for Urban Places (McClaren & Walker) expanded on the approach of the DeSchool Primer and 

shared “the concept of allowing students to explore the urban environment” (McClaren & 

Walker, 1974, p. 1). Teaching Ideas for Urban Places (McClaren & Walker, 1974) offered a 

variety of lenses to help students see their city in different ways, and asked students to consider 

how they felt in a variety of places/spaces and in relation to buildings with the goal of “students 

seeing their town as a system or as a whole” (p. 2). The Teaching Ideas for Urban Places (1974) 

publication includes a section, by architect Stanley King, (who was interviewed for this thesis), 

and Harvie Walker, titled Urban Environments that offered instructions to teachers on asking 

students how they would design a future city and inviting them to think about how and why 

humans create their environments for shelter as well as to consider aspects of culture, 

functionality, and beautification. 
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Another notable Canadian effort in developing an urban systems approach to EE was a 

curriculum project titled, “The Urban Studies Project” that created a supporting publication,  

The City and the Teacher which advocated for city planning to be incorporated into the school 

system (Symonds, 1971, p. xiii). It was the product of a “two-day seminar for teachers interested 

in the city” organized by the University of BC’s School of Community and Regional Planning 

and the Center for Continuing Education (Symonds, 1971, p. xiii). The seminar provided 

teachers with “an understanding of the urban environment” (p. xiii). Symonds and her 

collaborators saw the education of teachers as an important link in the process of education for 

“citizen awareness of, and involvement in, community development and management” (p. xiii). 

In their view, “there is a relevance and topicality in urban study that satisfies the restless desire 

for the young to be part of ‘the real world’” (Symonds, 1971, p. xiii). The book explains this  

as being key to why learning about one’s local physical community is of vital importance 

(Symonds, 1971). She writes that this is done by joining local community as the central focus 

which then entails the joining of students and teachers in an “imaginative endeavour”  

[in order to] “…bring the city alive in a meaningful way…” (p. 2). Symonds claims that this  

is how a citizen: 

gets the kind of environment he [or she] wants, in which he feels at home and rewarded, 

depends on his ability, to define his goals, to make known his aspirations, and to support 

the methods by which these may be attained. (p. 2) 

Furthermore, she stated, “…there is an urgency and timelessness in developing programs 

of urban education,” [because] “decisions will have to be made and action taken if the earth and 

its cities are not to become inhabitable” (Symonds, 1971, p. 2). One of the key beliefs on which 

The Teacher and The City was based is that “unless man [everyone] learns to understand the city, 
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and develop for it a care and concern that we will call involvement, the future of the city is at 

stake” and therefore also that of the planet (Symonds, 1971, pp. 2-3). The curriculum found in 

The Teacher and The City offers these particular questions as a focus:  

How can we, as teachers, assist our students to care about the city?   

How can we help them to know more about the city? 

How can we prepare them for meaningful participation in the kind of decision making 

necessary to realize the highest potential of the city? (Symonds, 1971, p. 3) 

These questions likely have as much relevance today as in 1971; especially when with increasing 

global environmental issues greater and greater numbers of people around the world are living in 

a growing number of cities.  

In 1971 Stanley King (interviewed in Chapter 4) founded the Co-Design Group, as  

“…an association of co-design practitioners who have facilitated award winning citizen and 

youth participation since 1971” (Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, About Us, 

n.d., para. 3). The Co-Design Group “has assisted 378 communities to plan the future of their 

neighbourhoods” and has won numerous awards for their work (Social Art of Architecture for 

Youth Society of BC, About Us; Co-Design Group, Awards, n.d.). 

A 1971 Province newspaper article by writer Olivia Ward described Stanley King’s  

Co-Design Group education project as “the first of its kind in Canada tasked with creating 

‘media kits’ on the subjects of “the growth and future development of Canada’s urban, suburban, 

rural and wilderness areas” (Ward, 1971, p. 30). 

King is listed in the American Institute of Architects’ (AIA’s) Built Environment, 

Environmental Education Activists and Current Projects, (1975) publication under the section of 

“Projects Sponsored By Schools of Architecture” for his project of “Graphic Exploration of the 
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Built Environment” at the UBC School of Architecture (Kliment, Wintermute, Young, & Ellison, 

1975, p. 14). At UBC King created ‘the Centre for Participation in Environmental Design’ in 

order to “to train teachers in the [educational] methods he had developed”, methods which he 

called “design-in” (later known as co-design) (Ward, 1995, p. 31). King was able to fund this 

program through grants from the Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation and the Federal 

Government of Canada (Ward & Fyson, 1973).  

As a fan of King’s design education methods, Colin Ward devoted half of Chapter 4 of 

Streetwork: The Exploding School, (Ward & Fyson, 1973) to King. Colin Ward also shared 

King’s methods at his 1977 lecture at “the UNESCO/UNEP course on Urban Education” where 

he explained to the attendees that King’s education methods allowed participants to see what 

they can’t see and through the co-design process that it “awakens the participants to alternative 

possibilities, but enables them to communicate these alternatives” (Ward, 1995, p. 32). 

Another educational project that was intended to raise teacher awareness of the potential 

of urban areas as learning environments, A Community Study for Primary Children, Urban 

Studies Series, was published by the Vancouver Environmental Education Project (VEEP),  

and was “a co-operative project between primary schools and the University of British Columbia 

in co-operation of the British Columbia Teacher’s Federation and school boards” (VEEP & 

UBC, 1973). The project describes lessons for the urban realm, including a “Community 

Awareness Game” and was similar to the De-School Primer and The Teacher and the City in 

offering teachers’ lessons on developing awareness of city systems (VEEP & UBC, 1973). 

The above paragraphs offer a brief description of a select few programs that were focused 

on incorporating the urban into the curricula of environmental education. However, due to the 

limitations of this thesis other historical programs and materials have been omitted. 
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The Role of Professional Associations in the Built Environment 

A great deal of the literature on environmental education in general addresses programs 

and curricula that are implemented and delivered in educational institutions—schools, with 

teachers and professional educators being seen as the major agents of instruction. However, in 

regard to programs directed at building public awareness and participation about cities, urban 

spaces, places, professional organizations of architects, planners, designers and educators have 

also been active. This section of the literature review is focused on providing an overview of 

some of these activities and initiatives.  

The Definition and Purposes of Built Environment Education (BEE) 

Previously it was noted that the terms “built environment education (BEE) and 

architectural education are often used without much distinction” (Million & Heinrich (2014). 

However, built environment education has a broad approach incorporating educators from 

multiple disciplines such as “planning, construction, design, art and education [with a] focus on 

the built environment as a whole including architecture, urban design, city and regional planning, 

landscape design” with humans being the key designers of cities (p. 4). Furthermore, Million and 

Heinrich (2014) state that other educational fields of “environmental education, architectural 

education, design education, and (visual) arts education are incorporated in BEE and the link 

among them is their context of learning in the built environment of “buildings, places and 

spaces” (p. 337). They explain that: 

Built EE promotes abilities, which are relevant for decision-making and participation.  

In contrast to education for participatory processes it provides awareness and knowledge 

about the built environment and skills to voice and generate spatial ideas… At the same 
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time the Built EE frames itself as a possible starting point for further participation in the 

community. (Million and Heinrich, 2014, p. 338)  

Million, Parnel and Coelen claim,  

…pedagogical professionals in the field of BEE tend to stress the intention to enable 

young people to see and feel, adopt and sometimes also more immediately shape their 

everyday environment. The built environment becomes a medium through which to learn. 

(2018, p. 1) 

These authors also propose the goals listed below as being frequently addressed in BEE:  

§ A feel for the urban and architectural spaces – public/private, indoors/outside – where the 

subjects live and act; 

§ An awareness of the rules, rights and responsibilities involved in planning and designing 

the built environment; 

§ An understanding of our historical structural legacy and works of modern architecture;  

§ Knowledge of the relationships between the built and natural environment and the link 

between sustainable development and quality of life; 

§ The necessary vocabulary to discuss the quality of buildings and outside areas and how 

they relate to community and public life; 

§ Knowledge of analytical and problem-solving methods used in the design process; 

§ An ability to work in a team, spot and describe problems and find creative solutions  

to them; 

§ An opportunity to experiment with methods, forms and materials & programs teaching 

sensitivity and imagination, taste and discernment.  

(2018, pp. 1-2) 
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Arin explains that Built EE takes its roots from the 1975 Belgrade Conference, and the 

1977 Tbilisi Conference, as well as from the UIA’s (L’Union Internationale des Architectes or 

The International Union of Architects) founded in 1948 and the Copenhagen Declaration of 

‘Sustainable by Design Strategy’ created at the 2009 United Nations Climate Change Conference 

or COP15, in Denmark (Arin, 2014; UIA, 2019). 

Million and Heinrich also explain that the framework of proposals for the participation of 

youth and children in Built EE derives from the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, as well as the UN’s sustainable development plans in Agenda 21 and Local Agenda 

21 (2014, p. 337). Further, Arin (2014) writes, “Built environment education aims to raise 

consciousness on environmental issues and motivate children and youth to take active roles as 

responsible public figures” (p. 36). 

Graves (1999) claims that to understand what BEE is we must first understand what the 

built environment is. According to Graves it is, 

…the study of any place where humans have intervened, by design or accident,  

in the natural environment. This definition includes all of the contextual matters,  

which affect that intervention: geography, history, economics, politics, religion,  

ecology, and a myriad of other topics, which noticeable overlap with what academia 

defines as ‘core curriculum’. (p. 194) 

Graves (1999) then derives the nature of BEE from her definition above of the built environment 

and continues on with:  

Therefore, the purpose of built environment education is to establish a basic knowledge 

of these matters and to take citizens to a higher level of awareness where they will 

understand and actively participate in the development of quality-built environments.  
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In the broadest sense this means cities, which work, for adults and children; buildings  

and open spaces which are healthy and aesthetically pleasing; and streetscapes and 

landscapes which reach to the future while celebrating the past. The totality of this  

effort is an essential understanding for educator or administrator. (p. 194) 

Eriksen and Kriebel (1980) claim that it is important to learn about architecture  

because it is to “study ourselves”, as we humans have created it. They also claim accordingly, 

that there should be an obligation to teach “children to make decisions about buildings which are 

aesthetically pleasing and environmentally sound” (p. 22). Orr, (2004), states that most of us 

believe that “…architecture and building design are merely technical and are thus left to people 

with technical competence”, as well, we believe that the “…ethical, ecological, or aesthetic 

aspects of building do not matter nearly as much as technique and technology” thus  

“we learn passivity to the ‘built environment’” (p. 113). Further, “this may explain our 

subsequent failure to protest the spread of ugliness and banality across the landscape as well as 

our apparent obliviousness to how these cheapen our lives and diminish our prospects” (p. 113). 

Interdisciplinary environmental education through BEE 

The UNESCO research studies of 1977, Growing Up In Cities: Studies of the Spatial 

Environment of Adolescence in Cracow, Melbourne, Mexico City, Salta, Tolica and Warszawa 

sought to answer the question, “How do children and adolescents themselves feel about growing 

up in cities?” because they will become “the adults who will face the problem from the other side 

of the generational divide tomorrow” (Lynch, 1977, p. vii). The research was intended to show 

how “the child’s use and perception of the resulting micro-environment affects his life” and  

“to suggest public policies for improving the spatial environment” (p. 1). It also “hoped to learn 

some things about environmental indicators, long-term changes in child environment,  
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the misperceptions of planners and educators, and the latent public support for improvement” 

and also “how international support could build local research interest and capability, which  

in its turn would inform local and national policy” (p. 1). The research studies also looked 

 at “the learning process necessary to ensure its amelioration of living conditions” (p. 1).  

The research was done through interviews with youth and adults and by having the youth 

map/draw their local cities and future cities.  

Moffat, (2002) claims that Chawla was keen to revisit the Growing Up Cities project 

research “in order to address two of its unfulfilled goals: improving urban design through 

participatory projects with children and informing local and national policy with regard to the 

needs of children in cities” (p. 46). This continued research was taken up by the Norwegian 

Centre for Child Research which took the initiative to reinstate the Growing Up Cities project  

as connected with UNESCO’s Management of Social Transformations Programme (MOST) 

(Chawla, 1997, pp. 247-248). 

Tools for built Environmental Education 

In 1972, architect Simon Nicholson wrote an article titled, The Theory of Loose  

Parts, An Important Principle for Design Methodology in which he explained his 1971  

“Theory of Loose Parts” (1972, p. 5). His theory was based on the significance of using  

multiple moveable objects or pieces, known as loose parts as having endless possibilities  

in design and building (Nicholson, 1971 & Nicholson 1972). Nicholson applied his  

‘Loose Parts Theory’ to a wide range of disciplines for both children and adults, from:  

education, curriculum development, environmental education, community planning, community 

design, schoolyard design, architecture, and design methodology (1972). Nicholson identified 
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that these moveable objects or ‘loose parts’ could be used by children in designing and building 

things or places or spaces in schoolyards without supervision or with very little adult  

supervision allowing for children to have the space to invent, create, experiment, build and learn 

by themselves or with their peers (1972).  

On the topic of EE, Nicholson claimed that “the most interesting and vital loose parts are 

those that we have around us every day in the wilderness, the countryside, the city and the 

ghetto” in relation to design and community planning (p. 9). Nicholson asks us to consider: 

… some fundamental questions about the way we design things: if you are an inventor or 

designer yourself, what parts or proportion of an environment - or components for an 

environment - can you legitimately invent yourself, and how much, for example,  

can children or adults in the community invent and build? [emphasis added] (p. 10)  

In regards to children participating in the design process, Nicholson (1972) further 

claimed that children want to actively participate in having a say about their environment.  

Given the opportunity children will become highly engaged in the process but he reminds us that, 

“It is not enough to talk about a design methodology - the methodology must be converted into 

three-dimensional action, or it is worthless” (1972, p. 12).  

Directly related to Nicholson’s theory are the engagement workshop tools of James Rojas 

of Place It! who was interviewed for this thesis in Chapter 4. He has his participants playing, 

creating, designing and building with small objects and toys in his workshops. It is also of 

relevance to note that playing and building with small objects is not a new concept, as 

demonstrated by Nicholson’s Loose Parts Theory and the research of Stea and Taphanel,  

1974 in their article, Theory and Experiment on the Relation between Environmental Modelling 
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(‘toy play’) and environmental cognition on the use of “environmental modelling toys for the 

assessment of development of spatial cognition” (pp. 172-173). Stea and Taphanel’s (1974) 

research used small models of various sized buildings, streets, cars and other landscape objects 

like small trees and observed children building with them on pieces of paper, watching if they 

would design a city or elements of a city. In this research, Stea and Taphanel asked the children 

two questions, “What is this or that?” and, “What did you just make?” (1974, p. 173). Then they 

gave the child a toy while asking the child how he or she would navigate from point A to B in 

order to determine if “the child was capable of navigating through a street pattern which he/she 

could not ordinarily perceive at ground level” (1974, p. 173). They found that children as young 

as three years old were “fairly well established” in community-modelling abilities and they 

experienced a great “ability to describe results verbally, with most of the change in this ability 

occurring between the ages of three and four” (p. 173). Stea and Taphnel explain that Battro, 

Ellis, Fremont and Matalon (1972) were of the “first to experiment with environmental 

modelling using adults” where participants constructed a “portion of the Buenas Aires’ Juez 

Tedin Street with wood blocks representing buildings, models of cars and trees and green  

paper representing gardens” (Stea and Taphnel, 1974, p. 173). In 1972 Stea and Taphnel 

conducted their own first research with adults in Santa Monica, California in 1972 on how 

“adult environmental modelling differs from… that of children” (1974, p. 173). In this project 

they instructed 187 adult participants to “produce ‘model maps’, placing balsa wood miniatures  

of landmarks in the Santa Monica area in position on an outline map of Santa Monica”  

(1974, p. 173). This approach is similar to the installation models of the Place It! methodology 

where a cityscape with small objects as buildings and landmarks is built or created on top of  

site-specific maps. 
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After testing children, Stea and Taphnel decided to test “adult environmental modelling 

cross-culturally” and chose Tecate, Baja California, Mexico to replicate the tests with building 

models related to Tecate (1974, p. 174). Their conclusions, based on data from the “over 500 

children in the U.S., the Caribbean, and South America” who had participated in their studies, 

was that “children display very sophisticated spatial learning at very early ages” (p. 176).  

Their findings with the over 300 adult participants led them to conclude that “‘toy play’ as a 

research technique need not be confined to children; unlike psychological instruments, it has 

certain intrinsic appeal to adults as well” (pp. 176-177). These findings are similar to those Rojas 

outlined in his 2013 paper, Children Are Natural-Born Planners! and described by Rojas in our 

interview in Chapter 4. 

The 1979 United Nations’ celebration of the International Year of the Child, the Mind 

Child Architecture Conference is of importance to the topic of tools in Built Environmental 

Education and to the research for this thesis (Baird & Lutkus, 1981). This 1979 UN conference 

involved “architects, psychologists, educators, artists, and designers” focussing on how to  

share “the academics knowledge of child development to the architects’ and designers’ needs  

in creating environments for children” (Baird & Lutkus 1981, p. xi). It sought to create the  

field of “developmental architecture or a developmental environmental psychology” (Baird & 

Lutkus 1981, p. xii). 

The 1979 Conference also focussed on demonstrating methods showing how children had 

been and could be participants in addressing their own needs and wants in a space through a 

variety of engagement processes (Baird & Lutkus, 1982). One of the engagement processes 

discussed at the conference was the use of toys and play in design and design participation, 

through the act of playing with toys and or using them to create and build models and a variety 
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of materials in the processes of planning and architecture, and in particular in environmental 

modelling (Stea, 1982). Stea writes:  

Environmental design, whether accomplished in the head, on paper, in model form,  

or on the surface of the planet, is a basic and pervasive human activity. Many of the  

adult peoples of the world and their children still go about modeling, planning, and 

designing their environments, blindly ignorant of the fact that these are activities 

performed in some places only by trained professionals, or in groups, under the 

supervision of accredited teachers. (1982, p. 135) 

Stea claimed that humans have this inherent knowledge of design already, “For no body 

of knowledge is more fundamental than environmental knowledge, an understanding of the 

relationships among people and the places they inhabit” (p. 135). 

As explained by Baird and Lutkus (1982), other participatory engagement tools for 

working with children were demonstrated at the 1979 International Year of the Child, the Mind 

Child Architecture Conference. Baird and Lutkus (1982) described these as full-scale model 

building, cognitive map drawing and directly interviewing children and their parents regarding 

spatial knowledge and asking how they would like a space to be designed to reflect their  

needs and wants.  

Since the 1970s architect and professor, Sanoff has been instrumental in identifying 

games as important participation methods in community planning and education by developing 

many environmental design games for design purposes and for solving and learning about 

environmental issues (Sanoff, 1984; Sanoff, 2000). Sanoff has been incorporating participation 

games in the fields of architecture, community planning and environmental studies since the 

1970s (Sanoff, 1984). Sanoff claims, “Gaming is a participatory approach to problem solving 
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that engages a real-life situation compressed in time…” (2000, p. 76). Games such as Sanoff’s 

are considered to be serious games. The TCPA’s Education Unit also focussed on “the use of 

gaming and simulation techniques to bring complex decision-making within the ambit of the 

classroom” (Fyson, 1976, p. 103). One of the best-known serious planning games is the World 

Game™ created by Buckminster Fuller for Expo 1967 (Buckminster, 1971). Serious games play 

an important part of tools utilized by arki_lab case study, which is discussed in Chapter 4. 

The American Planning Association (APA), Arts and Culture Briefing Papers 04, 

describes the types of tools discussed above as arts-based or as “creative tools” and claims that, 

“the main creative tools for exploring community values and needs are visual-art techniques and 

storytelling. Visual-art techniques include drawing, sculpting, modeling, graphic rendering, and 

painting” as well as collage imagery (Beavers & Hodgson, 2011, p. 2). Under this category of 

tools are the use of: physical games in site analysis, photography, observing and interviewing 

users of a space, incorporating community site walks for gathering community knowledge, and 

incorporating historical data and local knowledge (Beavers & Hodgson, 2011, p. 6).  

For the American Planning Association (APA) creative tools are considered to be better 

ways of engaging the public in planning and design (Beavers & Hodgson, 2011). Beavers and 

Hodgson, explained that by using these creative tools, “students and teachers creatively involve 

the public in interactive design and problem-solving workshops” because planning and design 

becomes “more accessible and inviting, which can help attract stakeholders to workshops, 

meetings, and events” (2011, pp. 5-6).  
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As an organization the APA has found that these creative or arts based tools are viewed 

as less intimidating forms of public engagement with local communities rather than traditional 

community engagement tools such as “…public opinion surveys, visioning workshops,  

asset-based planning, town halls, meetings, and public hearings [that] do not always elicit ample 

participation and can rarely explore the values and needs of citizens thoroughly” because they 

are mainly “useful in relaying information to the public and receiving feedback” unlike creative 

tools (Beavers and Hodgson, 2011, p. 2). 

Education based on real projects and participation  

In regards to EE, Saylan and Blumstein (2011) recommend grasping real projects that 

directly affect students’ lives as being very important to successful EE. Freeman and Tranter 

(2011) write that it is important that children not be passed off with merely a tokenistic exercise 

in urban planning and urban design that do not “…influence the shape of a real city, or with 

creating an artwork for the cover of a city plan, yet having no input into its policies” (p. 224). 

Clark (2010) echoes and expands on this sentiment and discusses how and why working with 

children in architectural design and planning participation is often tokenistic because it does not 

validate the children’s knowledge and input into the design and should a project be built in 

relation to their perceived needs, it will not genuinely reflect their real needs and wants. 

Adams and Ingham (1998) state that, “Planning is essentially about relationships between 

people and place” and it’s about shaping and managing the environment; sensible and 

appropriate use of resources; dealing with change; and having a vision of the future (p. xv). 

However, they claim, “this cannot become a reality unless it is a shared vision of what needs to 

be done” (p. xv). They claim the best way to accomplish this is through real participatory 

planning as a format for education. Based on their many years of working with children and 
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youth in participatory environmental planning, they claim that the skills that children learn 

through actively participating in environmental planning, design education and environment 

design education processes “are transferable and which can form the basis of an active 

participation in environmental matters as adults” (p. 35). 

Another example of education for participation in urban design and planning is the 

approach of educator and designer Christian Long, who incorporates design-thinking skills into 

educational programs for K-12 students and is the creator of the Prototype Design Camp, a 

program that has students designing for real world problems (2012). Educator and designer 

Trung Le, who also uses design thinking in education has this to say on the subject: 

Future generations will be called to solve some of the most challenging problems ever 

created and faced by man. Our children must master systems thinking to envision 

multiple methods for addressing complex challenges like renewable energy, world 

hunger, climate change, and ultimately, the design of a better world. They must also 

possess the compassion to recognize the rising human population and create a world that 

is inclusive, rather than exclusive. (2011, para. 5) 

The Role of Architecture Institutions and EE/BEE  

The American Institute of Architects (AIA) 

Since 1966, the American Institute of Architects (AIA) has been involved in elementary 

and secondary education nationwide, incorporating BEE into schools, with the inclusion of 

teachers, students, parents and communities (Ellison, 1978, p. 40). Thus, enabling students to 

achieve “conscious awareness of their surroundings” (Ellison, 1978, p. 38). Understanding the 

role of the AIA is important in that it was founded in Washington, DC in 1857 and by 1978 it 

had attracted the membership of over 30,000 licensed architects with over 260 chapters in both 
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the USA and internationally (Ellison, 1978). In 2020, it has over 95,000 members with 279 

chapters globally (AIA, 2020). 

The importance of the American Institute of Architects’ (AIA) involvement in EE and 

BEE programs for children, youth and post-secondary students is discussed in the 1978, Alliance 

Affiliate Activities: Non-Governmental Organizations In Environmental Education, an 

information report published by the Alliance For Environmental Education (AEE) as a result of 

the of the completion of the Tbilisi Declaration (McSwain, 1978, p. 13). After finalization of the 

Tbilisi Declaration the AEE established a “national goal of a citizenry more environmentally 

aware and capable of participating in environmental decision making” (p. 13). This goal included 

the AIA and 31 other organizations (Disinger, 1978). In the 1978 AEE report Ellison identified 

the AIA’s Built EE program at the national level as being: 

…aimed at providing the general public and especially school-age children who will 

become decision - makers as adults with a better understanding of the factors, which 

influence the nature of their physical surroundings. The objective of this important 

program is a thoughtful citizenry, equipped with skills and values; taking reasoned action 

necessary to shape cities, towns, and countryside’s into better places to live; and 

remaining active in efforts to ensure that they will continue to be better places in the 

future. (Ellison, 1978, p. 40) 

The AEE report explains that the AIA’s education division was called the Environmental 

Education Committee (EEC), with its principle goal being "to create an awareness of and 

concern for the built environment as it relates to the total environment - among all students in 

Elementary and Secondary schools” (Ellison, 1978, p. 41). To accomplish this, the EEC decided 

“to explore the development of learning package programs on environmental awareness for use 
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in educational systems from elementary through college levels and in schools of architecture" by 

focussing on the "state of the art" educational programs of the time “in order to "develop an 

action plan so AIA could become more effective in BEE" (Ellison, 1978, p. 41). The AIA’s 

educational objectives listed in the 1978 AEE report were: 

§ To create, in students and those who influence students, an awareness of and concern for 

the built environment as it relates to the total environment. 

§ To inform them of their eventual role in demanding responsible planning and design in 

their communities. 

§ To provide them with the knowledge of alternative approaches as well as the tools, skills 

and confidence to, work actively toward improving the, quality of the built environment. 

(Ellison, 1978, pp. 41-42) 

The AIA also worked to multiply its education efforts to increase not only teacher 

awareness but also that of “curriculum specialists, and school administrators at the local level” 

(Ellison, 1978, p. 42). As part of this integration and promotion the AIA created, A Teacher 

Introduction to Built Environment Education, a publication promoted and distributed throughout 

the USA (Ellison, 1978, p. 42). Recognizing that it was vital to teach teachers about the built 

environment the AIA understood the need for as many partners as possible at local and national 

levels. Therefore, in 1978, a 65-member committee created, Environmental Education Teaching 

Tools, the Architects-in-Schools Programs (AIS) with “full support for and participation in the 

‘National Endowment for the Arts’ which put architects and other environmental design 

professionals in school residencies” (Ellison, 1978, p. 43).  

These initiatives led to a Workshop Guidebook on the conduct of environmental 

education workshops by architects and teachers presenting in school settings (Ellison, 1978).  
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The Guidebook was funded by the “Office of Education of the United States Department of the 

National Council for the Social Studies” and an “Environmental Education Newsletter published 

three times a year” (Ellison, 1978, p. 44).  

In 1979, the AIA planned to develop Built EE curriculum modules for grades  

K-12 and match them with “learning units in the full breadth of subject areas usually associated 

with K through 12 curricula” in the USA (Ellison, 1978, p. 44). In 1980, the AIA did develop an 

educational program called, Learning by Design, with its goal being, “for every student to 

develop both the ability to live in harmony with the natural environment and the skills to design 

a quality human environment” (Sandler, 1989, p. 14). The AIA’s Learning by Design is a: 

conceptual framework [that] explores the relationship between the human-designed 

environment and the total environment. It integrates the human-designed and natural 

dimensions of the environment and synthesizes the dynamics of environmental systems 

with those of human perception, values, and behaviour. (Sandler, 1989, p. 14) 

The current status of the AIA 

As evidenced in a 2017 published report, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion 

K–12 Architecture and Design Education Scan, the AIA has continued to maintain strong 

educational components in EE and BEE. The report’s goal was created “to determine the scope 

and reach of K–12 architecture programs and engagement in the US” from 2015-2016, of which 

the review “revealed many effective and vital programs run by local AIA components, 

architecture foundations, mentorship programs and others” (AIA, 2017, p. 3). The report’s goal 

is to “act as a best-practices database that organizers of future programs can draw on for 

guidance” and “is a resource for K–12 students, parents, educators, counsellors, and others who 

are searching for programs in their own areas” in the USA (AIA, 2017, p. 3). 
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Association of Architecture Organizations (AAO) and education 

Connected with the AIA is the Association of Architecture Organizations (AAO),  

an international member-based organization founded in the USA in 2009 which assists global 

organizations of “architecture centers, design professionals, architecture and design schools, 

educators, historic preservation trusts, design advocacy and urban planning organizations, and 

museums with architecture collections” (Association of Architecture Organizations, 2013,  

About Us, para 2). The AAO specializes in promoting and enriching the interchange of public 

discussions on “architecture and design” Association of Architecture Organizations, 2013,  

About Us, para 1). Member organizations of the AAO that are involved in design education and 

collectively reach “an estimated annual audience of 4.5 million children and adult learners” 

(Association of Architecture Organizations, 2013). 

L’Union Internationale des Architectes / International Union of Architects (UIA) 

Connected with the AIA and the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada (RAIC), is the 

L’Union Internationale Architectes / International Union of Architects (UIA), founded in 1948 

“is an international non-governmental organisation recognized by UNESCO as the only 

architectural union operating at an international level” (UIA, About, 2020, para. 2). The UIA was 

created “to unite the architects of the world, without regard to nationality, race, religion, or 

architectural school of thought, within a federation of national organizations” (UIA Architecture 

and Children, Built Environment Education Network, 2016, para. 1). With its aim “is to enable 

architects to discuss ideas and concepts, share their experiences, broaden their knowledge, and 

learn from their differences in order to play a better part in the improvement of the environment 

and the quality of people’s lives” (UIA Architecture and Children, Built Environment Education 

Network, 2016, para. 3). The UIA believes that “The future quality of our environment will be 

determined by the children of today” (UIA Architecture and Children, Built Environment 
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Education Network, Mission, 2016, para. 3). The UIA joined 1.3 million architects in 124 

countries and territories (UIA Architecture and Children, Built Environment Education Network, 

Info page, 2016, para. 2). 

The organization operates “the global ‘Architecture & Children Work Programme’”, 

which includes the ‘UIA Built Environment Education Network’ (UIA Architecture and 

Children, Built Environment Education Network, Info page, 2016, para. 4). The UIA Built EE 

Network focuses on the education of preschool children to the age of 18 (UIA Architecture and 

Children, Built Environment Education Network, Golden Cubes, 2016, para. 1). It also requires 

all of its practitioners to follow the guidelines of the UN Convention of the Child 18  

(UIA Architecture and Children, Built Environment Education Network, Info, 2016, para. 8). 

The Network “aims to help architects and teachers everywhere show young people what 

makes good architecture and a sustainable environment” (UIA BEE Network, Info, 2016,  

para. 3). The UIA Architecture & Children Work Programme has also published guidelines for 

teaching BEE intended to be implemented into school curricula, titled Built Environment 

Education Guidelines 2nd Edition (2008). Its guidelines are intended to be “generic in nature” 

allowing for variances in regional “educational, cultural and socio-economic demands”  

(UIA Architecture and Children Work Programme, 2008, p. 5). 

The UIA sees their BEE initiatives as helping students to acquire, “a language and an 

understanding of the concepts and reference points of architecture, heritage and environment” 

[and] “allows young people to orient themselves in space, to re-appropriate their environment, 

understanding that in a short time it will be they who will have the right and the responsibility as 

active citizens to take initiatives to create a sustainable future” (UIA Architecture and Children 

Work Programme, 2008, p. 5). In addition, the UIA states that: 
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Developing young people’s awareness of architecture, the city and sustainable 

development is an urgent and vital challenge. With access to knowledge in these areas 

they will be able - as adult citizens, users, clients and decision makers – to make their 

voices heard and influence the political, economic and social strategies, which will shape 

their cities and their environment. (UIA Built EE Network, Home, 2016, para. 1-2) 

 The UIA is one of the most active international organizations promoting BEE globally. 

Since 2011it has been operating the UIA Architecture and Children Golden Cubes Awards  

(UIA BEE Network, Golden Cubes, 2016). The Awards are intended to share BEE knowledge 

internationally and “to present submissions relating to an activity, which is currently active, or to 

a product produced, or an event, which has taken place” related to BEE and are not actual awards 

per se (UIA BEE Network, Golden Cubes, 2016, para. 3). Figure 1 on page 74 shows a UIA 

members panel presenting on children and architecture at Ludantia, the 1st International Biennial 

of Education in Architecture for Children and Young People Conference held in Pontevedra, 

Spain in 2018 where the Golden Cube awards for were also showcased in a exhibition gallery. 
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Figure 1. UIA- L’Union Internationale des Architectes (International Union of Architects)  
     members presenting on architecture and children at Ludantia the 1st International  
     Biennial of Education in Architecture Conference for Children and Young People,  
     Pontevedra. By Julia L. Morlacci (2018). Reproduced by Permission. 
 

Conclusion 

This literature review was intended to show that from its early conception as a field of 

curricular concern, the proponents of environmental education saw the necessity of it being 

concerned with the full range of the human environment, including both the built and natural 

environments, and the importance of viewing the field of EE as intrinsically multi-disciplinary 

with interconnected disciplines and fields operating as one unified system. This review has 

highlighted a number of efforts to identify the various authors and organizations that have 

recognized the need to include urban areas/cities and BEE in the full range of EE programs  

while briefly discussing some of the arguments for keeping EE as a separate discipline. 
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Chapter Three: Research Method and Methodology 

This chapter focuses on the research method and the methodology of this study  

providing the rationale for the methodology, data collection methods, and interview questions 

used. The chapter closes with a discussion of the data analysis approach.  

Research Design and Rationale 

The intended purpose of the research was to explore the approaches and structures of 

various programs that are directed at participatory urban planning, cooperative design, 

participatory urban design, architecture education, and environmental education in relation to 

cities or urban areas. In their totality, these programs can be broadly characterised as being 

involved in Built Environment Education (BEE). The overarching general research question this 

study sought to address is:  

 

Have programs of curriculum and instruction been developed by the practitioners of this study  

to support urban environmental education and foster appreciation and understandings of the 

relationships between built and natural environments? Do these curricula differ in their goals, 

assumptions, and practices? 

 

The overarching question is extended by the following four sub-questions: 

1. How has the built environment and urban places been addressed in the historical development  

and definition of environmental education? What is the current status of education about  

urban environments within current proposals about the nature and directions of  

environmental education? 
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2. What roles have professional organizations for architects and related fields performed in 

developing education about built and urban environments? What is the current status of these 

organizations in education about built environments?  

 

3. How do persons currently engaged in active programs in education about architecture, 

planning and sustainability view the role of their programs in fostering learners’  

appreciation and understandings of the built and natural environments and their connections to 

the human ecosystem? 

 

4. How do current programs in education about architecture, planning and sustainability compare 

in regard to their respective approaches to curriculum, instruction, and learning experiences for 

participants of all ages? 

Research Genre and Method 

This research was conducted as a qualitative, comparative, critical review designed to 

garner the richest data possible in order to address the research questions in the contexts of five 

different programs that have a focus on Built Environment Education. As this was a comparison 

study, it falls into the category of a case study, being a “detailed description and analysis of one 

or more cases”, with a case being “a bounded system such as a person, a group, or an 

organization…” (Christensen, Johnson & Turner, 2014, p. 357). Thus, as this research focuses  

on more than two individual cases, it is deemed a ‘comparative case study’ or a ‘collective case 

study’ (Turner, 2014, p. 358). The cross-case analysis chosen for application to the data allows 

the interview data from the five case studies in the different programs to be compared and 

contrasted in order to find any similarities, patterns or differences (Christensen, et al., 2014,  
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p. 359). Merriam (1998) has proposed that a “case study has proven particularly useful for 

studying educational innovations, for evaluating programs and for informing policy” (p. 41). 

As this research compared five programs’ education methods, the comparative case approach 

was a suitable approach. 

Data Collection Methods 

Data collection was accomplished through a critical review of materials published about 

the five programs mainly by their developers and advocates. The review also included studies 

and projects undertaken by the developers and details about their curricula. 

Semi-structured interviews with the founders of the five programs were the second major 

data source. In total, six persons were interviewed out of potentially seven informants who had 

some involvement with at least one of the five chosen groups. The interviews were conducted 

using semi-structured and open-ended questions based on the key research questions and arising 

from reviews of books, chapters, published reports, articles, and other writings and videos 

published by the program advocates or founders. The purpose of the interviews was to gather as 

much information as possible regarding the study informants’ personal views about the 

relationships between participatory urban design and planning processes and environmental 

education and also to obtain their ideas about the strengths and limitations or challenges of their 

approaches. The interviews also offered a chance for the program founders to identify areas of 

needed research concerning participatory approaches to urban planning and design.  

The combined data from the interviews and review of published materials was used to address 

the research questions. 
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Data Analysis  

After reviewing the transcribed data, the interviews were cross case analyzed and 

critically reviewed to compare and contrast the results and to locate any similarities or patterns or 

differences. In regard to processing the collected data, I followed an ethnographic approach as 

explained by Atkinson and Hammersley (1994), in which the collected data was deliberately left 

un-coded, “unstructured” or raw without being assigned to “a closed set of analytical categories” 

(p. 248). This semi-ethnographic approach was followed because it tends to explore the research 

questions rather than seeking to verify or reject a formal hypothesis while focusing on a small 

number of case studies (Atkinson and Hammersley, 1994).  

Participant Programs and Selection Criteria 

The five programs chosen for this study were: Place It!; The Social Art of Architecture 

For Youth Society of British Columbia, (also often referred to as the Co-Design Group); 

arki_lab; №.9 The Culture of Sustainability; and Play the City. All were initially chosen because 

their educational methodologies incorporate the use of play and art in relation to built 

environmental education, specifically the disciplines of urban planning, urban design  

and architecture.  

The idea of considering art’s influence on environmental awareness led me to be 

introduced to the Place It! program through two separate people: Silvia Exposito, an urban 

planner based in Canada and Mary Beth Trautwein, Co-founder and former Executive Director 

of the reDiscover Center, in Culver City, California. reDiscover is a Center that focuses on 

community engagement through children and youth learning about environmental topics through 

the building and creation of art using materials that would otherwise end up as landfill. I learned 
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that the Place It! program used not only art but also play and that participants ranging in age 

from three years to the elderly were invited to play in the Place It! approach to learning.  

This led me to start to consider relationships between art, play, urban planning and urban  

environmental education. 

In the selection process, I conducted Internet searches as to who else might be operating 

approaches or programs incorporating the disciplines of urban design, planning and architecture. 

I hoped that by exploring the collision of art, play, urban planning, urban design and architecture 

I might be led to other educational tools and methodologies that might be effective in teaching 

environmental education and urban environmental education. I began with a localized search for 

Vancouver, Canada and then widened the scope to include other locations around the world.  

In my search I also looked for practitioners whose programs were represented by more than  

one-time unique special projects and which had developed entire learning processes or curricula. 

Thus, this change in search terms led me to find the other four practitioners. 

The six persons whose works are cited and/or who were interviewed in connection with 

the five programs were all adults. These persons were selected because of their connections to 

innovative participatory planning/design methods and Built Environment Education or were 

either founding developers of their specific approaches and recognized as important 

practitioners/ implementers in teaching and operating their methods. Since the interviewee’s 

names can be found in the public domain their full names are used here with their consent. 

Listed on the following page are the names of the persons interviewed for this study and one 

organization whose review was based on a program review without any interviewees due to its 

importance for this research. 

 



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

80	

James Rojas 

Founder of Place It!, Los Angeles, USA. 

 

Stanley King 

Co-Founder of The Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC,  

(The Co-Designers), Vancouver, Canada. 

 

Susan Chung  

Co-Founder of The Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC,  

(The Co-Designers), Vancouver, Canada. 

 

Rasmus Frisk 

Co-Founder of arki_lab, Copenhagen, Denmark. 

 

Andrew Davies 

Co-Founder and Executive Director of №.9 The Culture of Sustainability,  

Toronto, Canada. 

 

Elizabeth Lenell Davies 

Program Developer and Lead Architectural Educator of Imagining My Sustainable  

Community education program. (Formerly Imagining My Sustainable City),  

№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, Toronto, Canada.  

 

Play the City 

Amsterdam, Netherlands. Program review.  

(Note: The review of Play the City was based on materials published by founder  

Dr. Ekim Tan as well as information directly from Play the City’s online sites and articles 

by others on Play the City. This was because an interview with program representatives 

was not possible). 

 



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

81	

As mentioned, all persons listed above were personally interviewed for this study. 

However, the founder of Play the City, Dr. Tan was unresponsive to email requests, although she 

was responsive via Facebook® after sending my email invitation. However, having still not 

received any further communication I was not able to include her in this study. Thus, Play the 

City is only reviewed in this research from published sources, webpages and other online sources 

written by Play the City, Tan and others. 

Interview approach 

With the exception of Stanley King and Susan Chung of The Social Art of Architecture 

for Youth Society of British Columbia (The Co-designers), the participating interviewees were 

sent the list of interview questions in advance of the actual interview and given the option to 

respond to the questions in writing and to return their comments via email. None of the 

participants chose to respond via email. In the case of King and Chung, I forgot to send the 

questions ahead of time, but thankfully they were still willing to participate in the interview.  

All the participants’ signed and dated their interview Consent Forms returning them via 

email in advance of the interviews and in the case of the Co-Designers they signed them onsite  

in person handing them directly to me prior to the interview.  

The interviews with Rasmus Frisk, Andrew Davies, and Elizabeth Lenell Davies were 

conducted using Zoom™ video and voice recording and each interview took one hour.  

The interview with James Rojas of Place It!, took place by phone using Gmail’s phone service 

and handwritten notes were taken by myself. The limitations of this approach was that their was 

not a complete recording of the information shared by Rojas to re-listen to. As well some words 

were missed because I was unable to keep up the same speed of the verbal conversation with my 
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hand-written transcription and notes during the conversation. The interviews with Stanley King 

and Susan Chung of The Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, also known as the  

Co-Designers occurred simultaneously and were conducted in person at a private botanical 

garden located in Vancouver, BC. Their interview was audio recorded while walking using 

Voice Record Pro (©Bejbej Apps) on an iPhone4s. The recordings were re-played with Apple’s 

QuickTime® Player 10.4 on a MacBook™ Pro laptop while seated in the botanical garden.  

The interview was somewhat limited by the battery life of the iPhone4s. Thus, in transitioning to 

the laptop there was a small gap in the audio record. 

I initially began transcription of some of the interview recordings using Google Voice To 

Type® while running the program SoundFlower© in order to reroute the audio using Google 

Document to transcribe the audio and video files. However, I found that this was far too 

inefficient. I extensively searched for another solution and found Trint™ online, a UK fee-based 

transcription service that transcribes files rapidly using computer technology. However, since the 

transcriptions by Trint™ were not perfect, it was still necessary to manually edit the transcribed 

files, although this approach was still more efficient than the previous attempts. The data was 

protected as Trint™ does not retain the audio nor text files for their records, which was also 

ethically important in keeping the data confidential. 

The interviews were framed around key interview questions and topics intended to reflect 

the general research question and the four sub-questions listed below and can be found in 

Appendix B on pages 214-215. 
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Limitations of The Interview Questions and Process  

The following limitations of the interview formats and questions emerged in the course of 

the research. First, none of the participants knew about the writings of professors Saylan and 

Blumstein (2011) whose work was mentioned in Interview Question 6. As a result, a more 

thorough explanation was given to the interviewees. Second, the term ‘environment’ was not 

well defined for one interviewee and needed to be clarified.  

I discovered during the first interview with James Rojas of Place It! that asking the 

interview questions directly was not the best approach because the interview felt mechanical or 

rigidly structured so I then made a decision to conduct further interviews in a more 

conversational approach rather than just asking the questions consecutively. 

  



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

84	

Chapter Four: Review Findings of the Five Case Studies  

Introduction 

This chapter reports the results of the study of five programs that are all involved in 

aspects of Built Environment Education (BEE). The criteria for the selection of the five case 

examples are outlined in Chapter 3. My exploration of the cases was framed around a set of 

questions that are listed in Chapter 3 and are re-stated in Appendix B on pages 214-215. In four 

of the examples I was able to speak with people who were important in founding and developing 

their organization, program or company. As noted in Chapter 3 I also sourced information gained 

from published methodology descriptions or from their online platforms and other sources.  

I have tried to present my findings as framed by summaries of the key results from the 

four sets of interviews. Where appropriate I have included direct quotations from the 

conversations with participants. The interview questions listed in Chapter 3 largely structured my 

interviews although some conversations were also shaped by topics chosen by the participants as 

the interview developed. I tried to avoid treating the interviews as highly structured question and 

answer sessions by instead favouring less formal conversations with the participants as they may 

have wished.  

In the case of the Play the City program I was not able to arrange an interview with  

Dr. Ekim Tan. I was particularly interested in speaking with Dr. Tan as she is the founder and 

leading member of the Play the City team, an important spokesperson for the organization and a 

respected theorist in the use of gamification as a means to involve the members of urban 

communities in the development of their cities and urban places. Tan has published her concepts 

about the use of games, while also presenting her views at a number of conferences where her 

sessions have been video recorded and are available online. In addition, she is actively 
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represented on social media channels where there is a focus on the activities of Play the City. 

Thus, although I could not interview Dr. Tan, I was able to use some of the interview topics as 

the basis for my review of Play the City in order to add that program’s perspective to this  

thesis research. 

Please note that in this Chapter all direct quotes from the interviewees are in italics 

deliberately whether they are relatively short or lengthy. 
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Case Study 1: Place It!, James Rojas, Los Angeles, USA 

Biography: James Rojas 

Place It! was founded in 2011 by planner and community activist and artist James Rojas, 

who holds a double Master of Arts degree in City Planning and Architecture Studies from the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), (Rojas, User Profile, LinkedIn, 2020). 

Rojas received awards and distinctions from a number of professional 

organizations, including the 2018 Dale Prize for Excellence in Urban and Regional 

Planning and the 2015 Planning Advocate Award from the American Planning 

Association California Chapter (APA) (California State Polytechnic University, Pomona, 

Department of Urban Regional Planning, 2018; APA, 2015). The APA LA Chapter also 

awarded him an “Educational Project Award” in 2009 (R.R. Hernández, 2015, p. 8). 

Through Place It! [Sometimes known as City As Play] Rojas works with people of all 

ages and demographics, teaching children from as young as 3 years of age to the elderly in 

locations such as school classrooms, museums, public and community events, outdoors in parks 

or even in front of Laundromats (Herrera & Sandoval, 2013, p. 11). 

Rojas “has engaged thousands of people by facilitating over 1,000 workshops and 

building over 300 interactive models around the world” (Woodbury, 2020, para. 1).  

L.E. Hernández, 2015 wrote that with many of Rojas’ “design and participation-based 

community visioning workshops [have taken place] in underrepresented communities” (p. 7).  

Including presenting at the Fifth World Urban Forum (WUF), 2010 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  

(R.R. Hernández, 2015, p. 8). 
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Description of Place It!  

The Place It! website describes its initiative as “a design- and participation-based urban 

planning practice…that uses model-building workshops and on-site interactive models to help 

engage the public in the planning and design process” (Place It!, About, 2020). Photos of Rojas 

with Place It’s! interactive installation model is shown in Figure 2 on page 98 and examples of 

Place It’s! interactive workshops through tactile model-building with small objects are shown in 

Figures 3 and 4 on page 99.  

Place It! is also described by the California State Polytechnic University as “an equitable 

art based urban planning community engagement tool that uses storytelling, objects, and play to 

gently engage residents in meaningful ways” (California State Polytechnic University, Pomona, 

Department of Urban Regional Planning, 2018). What Place It! does best is described directly 

from the Place It! website: 

Through the Place It! process participants are able to learn about the role  

of planning and design in shaping how we live, and to translate their dreams  

and ideas into physical forms and models. From these physical results and  

their accompanying stories, we can generate plans, drawings, and policy 

recommendations for municipalities, NGOs, and elected officials. 

(Place It!, About, 2020, para. 2) 

In an interview with L. E. Hernández, (2015), Rojas’ explained that, one of Place It’s! 

main goals are to break down “racial, social, gender, economic, language and professional 

barriers” creating a democratic equality amongst participants (citied in L. E. Hernández, 2015,  

p. 7). In a 2017 article titled, Community Outreach in A Divided America, Rojas explains how 

Place It! operates and how it achieves this goal:  
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We humanize the urban planning process when we use story-telling, objects, art making, 

and play to break down barriers posed by language, age, ethnicity, and professional 

training. The process can create a safe space for everyone to come together, listen,  

share, collaborate, and bond. This is especially important for those who have difficulty 

expressing their feelings (not just their views) in a public setting. Through this process 

participants can find common values and generate cutting-edge ideas and solutions for 

their communities. (Rojas, 2017, para. 4) 

Rojas (2016) explains that he has two methods of planning and design, one is his 

interactive workshop and the second is his transportable model installations that are  

“large dioramas” [that are] “designed to be read like a map by recreating the city’s typography, 

urban form, major streets, and landmarks” (p. 78). The model installation format allows 

participants to move figures of site-specific model buildings and landmarks around on a location 

specific map grid, which forms the base of the model (Rojas, 2016). He states that these 

installation models or “interactive city models provoke public engagement” (p. 78). 

Rojas’ second Place It! method of interactive workshops is the focus of my research for 

the purposes of this study (Services: Interactive Workshop. Place It!, 2020). 

Place It’s! interactive workshops are best described direct from the Place It! website: 

Place It! can come to any class or event and lead an interactive workshop in which the 

participants build their own individualized, small-scale models. Participants are given 

access to an array of materials and building blocks with which they are challenged to 

come up with a three-dimensional vision of their ideal city. The workshops are an 

opportunity for individuals to think critically about spatial organization and urban space 

and how these elements affect their everyday lives. The workshops can also be a starting 
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point for helping your group formulate more concrete planning policy and design 

recommendations. (Place It!, Services: Interactive Workshop, 2020) 

 Origins of Place It! 

Four major influences assisted in Rojas’ creation of Place It! Rojas interviewed by  

L.E. Hernández, (2015) explained that his own childhood experiences were instrumental; at age 

3 when his grandmother gave him a shoebox filled with “buttons, old jewellery, bottle tops, and 

other things she had discarded around the house that most people would normally discard”  

(cited in L. E. Hernández, 2015, p. 4). These were items that he enjoyed playing with as well as 

small colourful discarded objects that he found on the sidewalks and streets, using them to build 

and construct things with (Main, 2012). These early experiences were instrumental in the 

conception of using small colourful objects as tools for participants to construct their designs 

during the interactive workshops and model installations of Place It! Second, when Rojas opened 

his own art gallery, Gallery 727 (G727) in Downtown Los Angeles, he observed that art engages 

people through their senses and he wondered, “how planners could be like artists and deeply 

engage the public with their senses” (Rojas cited in L. E. Hernández, 2015, p. 6). Third, the 

influences of art making, playing and designing/building with small colourful objects collided 

one day when Doreen Gehry Nelson visited Rojas’ gallery after having heard about his art 

display (Rojas, 2013; L.E. Hernández, 2015). Upon viewing his artwork, Nelson encouraged him 

to take her Doreen Nelson Method of Design-Based Learning (DBL©™), formerly the City 

Building Education©™ course at the Art Center College of Design, in Pasadena, California. 

Rojas accepted her advice and took the course thus integrating her DBL©™ method into Place 

It!  (L.E. Hernández, 2015; Rojas, 2013). Understanding what Design-Based Learning 

(DBL©™) is and its importance to the development of Place It! is key as it heavily follows on 
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John Dewey’s educational theories (Nelson, 1984). Nelson claims that she teaches children to 

“acquire the ability to take charge of their lives, their communities, their environment and 

become active creators of their world” (Nelson & Grimstad, 1982, p. 16). In a more recent 

interview conducted by Kirk (2018) for The Journal of the American Institute of Architects, 

Nelson describes her DBL©™ educational method: “The method reverses the usual order of 

teaching, causing the ‘imagination to go wild’” (as cited in Kirk, 2018, para. 14). Furthermore, 

she claimed: “I’m not teaching kids to be designers; I’m teaching them to think” (as cited in 

Kirk, 2018, para. 14). 

These four components of Rojas’ experiences: his previous work experience as a 

transportation planner; playing and building with his grandmother’s buttons and small colourful 

found objects on the street; creating and displaying his own art at his gallery; and learning and 

utilizing Doreen Gehry Nelson’s DBL©™ education methods have been most instrumental and 

influential in the creation and facilitation of the planning and design engagement methodologies 

of Place It! 

Interview with James Rojas 

Interview question 1. What are your views on differences or relationships between 

the natural world and the built environment? Do you feel that that the human environment 

is both the built and natural environment and that, as the UN states, the urban 

environment is the human ecosystem? 

Rojas replied, “We live in nature and we are a product of nature” [and]  

“the connection to nature gets carried on and not dropped in adulthood. It’s a part of 

your life”. Rojas explained explicitly that he is teaching people the process of ‘city 
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planning’, and that, for him, “teaching the process of city planning is not about nature”. 

However, he explained that “nature is a part of human beings” and he feels that  

“the connection to nature develops in childhood” and that as children we gravitate 

towards nature. He gave a further explanation of this comment stating, “When I ask 

participants to build their favourite childhood memory, 9 out of 10 times it is an activity 

in nature” [this is the question asked in the first step of the interactive workshop method]. 

He went on to say, “The connection to nature gets carried on and not dropped in 

adulthood, it is a part of your life”. Furthermore, he feels that city planners don’t ask 

people about their own “needs and [nor do they try to] learn about what people find 

enduring”. Rojas continued by stating, “By nature people want to see more nature. 

People have an endearment to nature, it helps for healing and a lot of things [and] gives 

options [for people] to create their future”, he claims. 

 

Interview question 2. Do you feel that you have been able to teach children, youth 

and adults to care about our natural world and to see connections between nature and 

natural systems and their urban/built environments and communities? Can you give 

specific examples where you feel this was accomplished directly or indirectly? 

As explained previously Rojas feels that a person’s connection with nature begins in 

childhood and that that connection does not get lost and thus arises naturally or organically 

through his Place It! workshop method. A clear example of this he gave was in describing 

working with a group of architects regarding a hospital design where he asked the participants, 

“How do you create a healing environment?” to which they all replied “healing with nature”. 
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Then, he explained that these architects built their designs in relation to nature without his input; 

it arose naturally because they already had a connection with nature. 

 Specific examples he gave of this are of two park projects that he facilitated community 

workshops for that have been built which are: Gorgon Acre Park in Austin, Texas, and the 

Camino Verde Park in Tijuana, Baja California. These examples again had participants realize 

their connections with nature by themselves. 

 

Interview question 3. It seems that in your work that you care deeply about 

teaching about design and the built environment. How did you develop this passion  

or commitment? 

In response to this question Rojas answered that “there is a lack of [planning and 

design] engagement in the USA and a lack of engagement with people of colour” and this 

has helped spark his passion to change this using his methods so that “people are more 

engaged in the planning process” and that there are other languages in city planning, not 

just those of the planners but that of the community and his method can assist in having 

these other ‘languages or the community’ to be heard.  

 

Interview question 4. Do you feel that your work is inclusive and how so? How do 

your methodologies contribute to greater inclusion? Was this something you had planned 

to create and or thought about in depth prior to creating your techniques? 

Rojas answered this question by stating that Place It! is inclusive and it allows 

participants to connect and one of the best ways this is achieved is though storytelling 

because it “is an easy way for people to have conversation and share emotions” and this 
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is “really what you want to capture, their emotions” and another method is through art 

that allows people to use their imaginations to construct their feelings and ideas.  

[Note that both storytelling and art are part of the Place It! methodology]. Rojas 

explained that “People need a safe place for enquiry to share their emotions and fears” 

and Place It! offers a safe space to do so. 

 

Interview question 5. How would you describe your methodology or process in 

your work with various audiences or participants? 

Rojas discussed that “people communicate differently amongst themselves”.  

For example, he stated that, “Woman collaborate amongst themselves to solve problems, 

whereas men don’t like to”. He explained that more types of planning tools are needed  

“to engage people at their own needs”. He feels that “people communicate a lot more with 

objects than words” [and that], “Some people have a lack of words or the way that they 

like to communicate is with objects”. 

 

Interview question 6. Saylan and Blumstein, (2011) claim environmental 

education in its traditional format is failing. They suggest there is a need for methods  

that engage students in activities that: include encouragement of imagination and  

open-minded experimentation; relate students directly to a place/space; involve 

community; can “directly affect the quality of student’s lives”; and that “have a clear and 

measurable impact on something the students care about” (p. 109). Do you feel that your 

approach meets some of or all of these criteria? Are there other methods that you could 

add or suggest that would be helpful in meeting the criteria? 
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Rojas responded that the emotional attachment of a person to nature is important, 

it’s their “emotional experiences, not conceptual experiences” that are important.  

He mentioned that the engagement format has to be “transformative” and he asks us to 

consider these questions; “How do you transform that person? How are you promoting 

self-determination? How do you transform that person to take action and have  

self-determination?” He stated that the answer is, “By building better places”,  

and explained that we can affect positive changes for people by creating better  

places with them.  

It could be said that by sharing his thoughts on this topic in this manner Rojas was 

claiming that people should be provided or given the space to allow for realization of 

their connections to nature (connections) that they already have from childhood and that 

this self-realization could be the best way to engage people in regard to environmental 

education and would allow them to create better places. 

 

Interview question 7. How important is participatory planning or cooperative 

design in your methodology? Do you feel this is something that should be incorporated to 

other disciplines such as environmental education/ urban environmental education and 

how effective do you think it might be? 

Rojas stated that his work is based on participatory planning and that “it is really 

important”. He went on to say that, “Participatory planning is a collaboration in how 

you collaborate”. He explained that the question to ask is, “How do you get people to 

collaborate?” [and that] “There is no right way or wrong answer to any situation. It just 

is, how does, or do our ideas best impact each other”. To “vet out everybody’s ideas” in 
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city planning engagement Rojas’ feels that “the best way is with objects, not drawing and 

not talking because words are not collaboration and drawing is not either”.  

Rojas re-iterated that he is teaching city planning but “probably can use EE”.  

 

Interview question 8. Do your work and or projects translate into real tangible 

projects and or data that can be used for future projects? How important is it to you that 

participants create something tangible and real whether immediately or at a potential  

later time? 

He replied to this question that the answer is “yes”, because he “creates values 

for communities” by translating participants’ ideas into community values to assist them 

in acquiring from their local city planners what they need and want for their community. 

Rojas proposes that it is important for participants to be able to share and express their 

community values and that their values can impact a specific plan or project 

development. He also says that communities are about values and this is something that 

many planners forget and are not often concerned about.  

To do this, he explains, that after participants have built their designs with  

Place It’s! tools of small colourful objects, they talk about their designs and this 

information is captured through writing down the information and or sometimes it is 

recorded through video. This data is then up-scaled into working documents. He also 

commented that most planners talk about “the bricks and mortar of a plan, the how’s and 

the whys basically” and not the values of communities. However, “communities are 

about values” and Place It! addresses this through starting the planning engagement 

process by focussing on the “intangibles” of a place or of a plan. Rojas claims that he has 
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found that “people respond well to this” format. He gave two examples of built projects 

that he has worked on: a road manual project in Toronto, Ontario and the Hacienda 

Community Development Corporation’s (CDC) Villa de Clara Vista, a housing project in 

Portland Oregon, USA.  

Rojas also mentioned that his work is often “education-driven and not project 

based”. He gave examples of this as seen when he is facilitating workshops in 

“kindergarten classes and in institutions”, or in such places as K-12 classrooms,  

post-secondary, museums, community centres, parks, in front of Laundromats, public 

community events and also at conferences.  

Sometimes Rojas work is specifically project-based but his goal is to give people 

access to learning about city planning processes/city making. He proposes that it is 

important for participants to be able to share and express their community values and that 

their values can impact a specific plan or project development rather than having the 

projects impact the plan. He also said that communities are about values and this is 

something that many planners forget and are not often concerned about.  

 

Interview question 9. Would you like to see design and urban design taught as 

regular elements of school curricula? Would you see this as benefiting  

environmental education? 

To which he answered, “It depends on how the design and or urban design is 

taught”. He explained that his method is a “‘People Centered Design Process’ and is not 

traditional urban design”. He said that his “participants are more engaged because it is 

about their own discovery, about the ambiguity, community colour and equity” and he 
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says that his process is about helping to heal communities. He also said that in order to 

heal communities who have been, or feel, marginalized or left out or ignored in the USA, 

you have to create power so that communities can deal with their emotional struggles 

because to do so allows them to improve and communities can’t improve unless they are 

healing. Putting it simply, he stated that first one must heal their own life, then their 

community, and then nature, in that order.  

Rojas explained that his Place It! planning engagement method is “more of a 

comprehensive approach” than traditional ones because it “breaks down the silos”. He feels  

that his “healing approach, [allows] you [the participant] to think about all the options” in the 

planning process and this allows for “people [to] feel a lot more positive about everything”. 

He stated that his approach has resulted in communities taking power and making changes 

directly in their communities and gave Compton, California as an example.  

Rojas explained that the very nature of his process in teaching city planning in this way 

allows participants to organically share their own appreciations, feelings and understandings of 

the built environment and their relation to nature. 

 Conclusion: Place It!  

Rojas stated that he feels that storytelling and art (designing and building with small 

objects as tools) appeals to diverse groups and that this is the best way to connect and engage 

with people of all ages and demographics in learning about city planning and as a modality in 

expressing their needs, wants, desires and their feelings for and about a place or space. Although 

Rojas claims not to actually teach EE, his engagement processes organically allow for 

participants to reach their own realizations that their inherent connections to nature stem from 

childhood and this seems to play-out in their built designs and in defining their needs and values 



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

98	

for their communities. Rojas is able to easily use his techniques with diverse groups of 

participants. He frequently teaches his method to students from K-12 and university levels where 

he encourages post-secondary students and adults to utilize his methods in their own work or in 

institutions and communities. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. James Rojas founder of Place It! showcasing an interactive installation model at an the  
    University of Southern California’s Voices of South Los Angeles: Food, Recreation  
    and the Arts as Social Justice event, LA, USA, by Hector Abarca Torres (2015).  

   Reproduced by Permission. 
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Figure 3. Place It!, interactive workshop facilitated by Julia L. Morlacci, at the  
   9th World Environmental Education Congress (WEEC), Vancouver, Canada, 
   by Julia L. Morlacci (2017). 
 

 

 
Figure 4. Example of a student’s model from a Place It!, interactive workshop facilitated  
    by Julia L. Morlacci, at Riccardo Palma University, Lima, Peru, 

   by Julia L. Morlacci (2019).   
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Case Study 2: The Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of British Columbia,        
   The Co-Designers), Stanley King and Susan Chung, Vancouver, Canada 

Biography: Stanley King 

Stanley King, is “internationally recognized and a published authority on public design 

participation, and a pioneer in developing methods of public dialogue for citizens of all ages” 

(Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, Stanley King, n.d., para. 1). King is a 

retired architect and a member of the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada (RAIC). He has a 

Master of Architecture degree from the University of British Columbia (UBC) and a Diploma in 

Architecture from the University of Leicester, UK (Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society 

of BC, Stanley King, n.d., para. 1). In 1968, he began his Master’s degree studies in Architecture 

at UBC, where during the years 1968-1971 of his thesis research he began to create the co-design 

process and his “research for authentically including children in the planning and design 

process” (Social Art of Architecture For Youth Society of BC, Stanley King, n.d., para. 2). 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, King founded the Co-Design Group, “an association of  

co-design practitioners who have facilitated award winning citizen and youth participation since 

1971” (Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, About Us, n.d., para. 3).  

The Co-Design Group BlogSpot states that it “has assisted 378 communities to plan the future of 

their neighbourhoods” (The Co-Design Group, About Us, n.d., para.1). 

King taught at Simon Fraser University, University of Victoria, and the Southern Alberta 

Institute of Technology (SAIT) (Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, Stanley 

King, n.d., para. 3). In 2010, he and Chung were the winners of the “Royal Architecture Institute 

of Canada (RAIC) Foundation Bursary Award 2010, from Architecture Canada” (Social Art of 

Architecture for Youth Society of BC, Stanley King, n.d., para. 4). In 2011, he was awarded a 

Volunteer Recognition Award from the Royal Architecture Institute of Canada (RAIC). 
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King has been far advanced in his work with children and urban planning and design, 

“preceding the United Nations Children's Fund’s (UNICEF) Child-Friendly Cities by more than 

twenty-five years” claims their You Manual BlogSpot (Social Art of Architecture for Youth 

Society of BC, Stanley King, n.d., para. 2). 

Biography: Susan Chung 

Susan Chung is a High School Science Teacher at Prince of Wales Secondary School in 

Vancouver, BC, Canada (Youth Manual for Teachers and Youth Leaders, The Social Art of 

Architecture Involving Youth in The Design of Sustainable Communities, 2012). She has a 

Master of Science degree in Education and Bachelor in Science degree in Biology, as well as 

Bachelor of Art in Education from the University of British Columbia (King & Chung, 2012). 

Chung “is a science educator specializing in environmental education and intergenerational 

mentorship” and an artist (Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, Susan Chung, 

n.d., para. 3). 

Chung has been instrumental in incorporating ecological components into the Co-Design 

method used by The Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, adapting “the co-design 

process for environmental education so that youth may respond to ecological challenges. Chung 

explored and articulated the connection between youth participation through co-design and 

ecology and place-based education for youth” (Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of 

BC, About Us, n.d., para. 1). 

Chung was awarded the 2014 Community Climate Change Fellowship by the North 

American Association for Environmental Educators (NAEE) (Social Art of Architecture for 

Youth Society of BC, Susan Chung, n.d., para. 4). In 2011, she was awarded the Royal 

Architectural Institute of Canada (RAIC) BC Community Advocate for Architecture award 
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(Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, 2011, RAIC BC Advocacy for Architecture 

Award Dinner). In response to their recognitions by RAIC and Architecture Canada, they have 

stated, “We are very grateful to Architecture Canada, the RAIC BC Chapter, for acknowledging 

the work of promoting architecture as ecological education so youth can respond creatively to 

ecological challenges” [emphasis in original] (Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of 

BC, RAIC BC Advocacy for Architecture Award Dinner, 2011, para. 1).  

Description of the Co-Designers 

Stanley King and Susan Chung have been working together since 1994 and “founded The 

Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of B.C. in 2014” (Social Art of Architecture for 

Youth Society of BC, About Us, n.d., para. 4). In their work, King and Chung use a technique 

called co-design, which includes “community, cooperative, and collaborative” [emphasis in 

original] (King, Conley, Latimer & Ferrari, 1989, p. x). King and Chung consider themselves to 

be Co-Designers and work with children, youth and adults across Metro Vancouver. Figure 6 on 

page 115 shows King sketching at a Co-Design session at the 9th World Environmental 

Education Congress. Figure 7 on page 115 shows the advertisement poster for the Social Art of 

Architecture for Youth Society of BC, the Co-Design Method, (The Co-Designers) session at the 

9th World Environmental Education Congress. 

 Of note is their 2014 participation in Growing Up Boulder (GUB) Child and Youth-

Friendly City Initiative in Boulder Colorado, USA, which was jointly created with Chawla, 

editor of the (2002) UNESCO book Growing Up in an Urbanising World (Growing Up Boulder, 

2015, Growing Up Boulder's Child And Youth-Friendly City Initiative). Rojas of Place It! was 

also involved with the GUB initiative in 2014 with his City as Play workshops as described on 

the GUB website (Growing Up Boulder, City As Play, 2015, James Rojas). 
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On their online blog site King and Chung have written clearly about their feelings about 

including children and youth in planning: 

When young people are included in planning, the designs show consistent 

characteristics; a humanity of scale, and a large range of activities that can be 

enjoyed in the new place. The involvement of youth in planning encourages civil 

behaviour and strengthens the community. Youth care for environments they have 

helped to design. (Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, Youth 

Manual, n.d., para. 4) 

They further claim that they are focused on “researching the connection between co-design and 

the ecological interactions of communities” (Social Art of Architecture for Youth Society of BC, 

About Us, n.d., para. 1). Their blog site makes a clear statement of what they do and some of 

their achievements. 

Their combined experience in youth engagement enables them to develop lesson 

strategies that combine co-design with current methods in environmental education. 

Together they created a Co-Design Youth Program to help youth participate in the design 

of the spaces they will ultimately inherit. Recently, the program has enabled youth to 

participate in: school garden design; the interior design of a public library youth space; 

architectural design of a waterfront; transportation planning; youth-led conferences; 

strategic planning for environmental education. (Social Art of Architecture for Youth 

Society of BC, About Us, n.d., para. 1)  
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Interviews: Stanley King and Susan Chung 

I conducted a joint interview with Stanley King and Susan Chung. In Chapter 3 I noted 

that the interview was conducted in Vancouver, outdoors, while strolling in a private garden. 

This section is framed around our conversations. 

 

Interview question 1. What are your views on differences or relationships between 

the natural world and the built environment? Do you feel that that the human environment 

is both the built and natural environment and that, as the UN states, the urban 

environment is the human ecosystem?  

King replied that he is impressed by finding through their work that: 

…children are very concerned about the urban density and about climate change.  

This (the co-design method) gave them a positive approach, so they could be designing a 

garden for a starfish or they could be designing sustainable city for themselves. 

In their interview Chung further emphasized both her and King’s sentiments on this topic.  

It's wrong to talk about environmental education where you don't talk about the built 

environment where you live…. Environmental educators feel like they don’t have the 

power to change anything about the built environment because they don’t have money or 

power or influence over political decisions, city planning and architecture.  

Co-design can change this.  

Chung further explained: 

Stanley's co-design process connects to people through the design process, to their 

environment and also to their day and this is how every living organism connects with 

their environment and their day, their ecological system as well. So, Stanley has been 
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involved in environmental education for a very long time. And all I did was connect it 

with the ecological processes. 

 

Interview question 2. Do you feel that you have been able to teach children, youth 

and adults to care about our natural world and to see connections between nature and 

natural systems and their urban/built environments and communities? Can you give 

specific examples where you feel this was accomplished directly or indirectly? 

Chung gave an example of part of their co-design process whereby she explained how 

she incorporates ecological principles or EE by using Le Corbusier’s 24-hour clock, (as shown in 

Figure 5 below), “The day and the night, connect an organism with a 24-hour rotation of the 

earth and it really connects people to think about in their future space to think about their daily 

round [or a persons’ 24-hour day]” she stated. 

 

Figure 5. Co-Designer Susan Chung of The Social Art of Architecture for Youth in British  
    Columbia, illustrating Le Corbusier’s 24-Hour Clock in the Co-Design method at the  
    9th World Environmental Education Congress (WEEC), Vancouver, Canada,  

   by Julia L. Morlacci (2017). Reproduced by Permission.  
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Chung also explained that she views another part of the co-design method as ecological 

but this is in a more abstract sense, as she explained that she views the participants in the  

co-design process with the artist as creating an ecological web: 

…as the artist brings people [their ideas, wants and needs, values, dreams and wishes] 

into one drawing and really everyone jumps into the drawing and they begin to talk about 

how they might interact with their environment and one another; and to me that's like an 

ecological web, so I began to interpret Stanley's co-design method as being a way for 

people to connect with their ecology, connect with the organisms around them; and that's 

how I taught it in my biology class. 

Chung also offered an example illustrating their method of co-design and the dialogue that is 

developed during a co-design session and shared these details:  

…And this is how it's important for them to respond to climate change. Instead of telling 

these kids to take shorter showers and to stop driving cars [because] this is stated in  

the negative.  

The co-design questions are about desire: If this place was designed to your 

satisfaction… If this city was designed to your satisfaction… If your schooling was 

designed to your satisfaction what would you be doing? What would you be doing?  

And so, this is a fundamental ecological question because you can ask any 

organism, “What would you like to be doing?”. And they will always be responding with 

their particular adaptation to their environment. So, a bird would say I would like to be 

soaring through the air and a starfish would say that I want to be reaching forward and 

opening up a clam. 
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But what would a human say? What would a human say? What would a human 

who's 16 years old say? That's the question. And the co-design process allows us to 

answer that question. In terms of what are these social interactions, what are 

your desires?  

Now, it's not to take shorter showers or stop driving your cars, they state [what 

they want or desire] is stated in the positive, “I want to be riding my bike to school. 

 I want to be skate skateboarding to school. I want have school outside. I want to connect 

with outside”. 

Chung was also explaining that if we want children and youth’s behaviour to be positive 

towards our environment we need reframe questions to them in a positive manner such as asking 

students, “What is it they want or desire to be doing” instead of telling students what they 

‘should’ be doing and this will give better results, rather than having students fixated on just 

problems. King and Chung would rather have students think and focus on designing positive 

solutions instead. 

 On the topic of King’s co-design process Chung explained how their educational and  

co-design methods teach EE, explaining that the “the co-design process” has: 

always been connected with nature because in the twenty-five years he’s been doing 

 co-design, nobody has told him that their desire is to climb into their car and drive for 

two hours in heavy traffic and then go into a windowless room in front of a computer. 

They usually state their desire in terms of their connection with nature and it surprises 

them. So, I would say co-design, it brings people to an intuitive sense of who they are as 

organisms in an ecosystem and intuitively we want to be in nature.  
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Interview question 3. It seems that in your work that you care deeply about 

teaching about design and the built environment. How did you develop this passion  

or commitment? 

King told the story of how his passion for education began in the mid-1960s when one 

day bulldozers were destroying an empty lot that his 9-year-old son and his friends used as their 

play space in Montreal and they were upset about the bulldozer destroying their play space. 

When they asked King why this was happening to their play space, he realized that they did not 

understand why it was being destroyed or what city development processes were. King explained 

in the interview that the children were in Grade 3, and were “just at that age when they are 

concerned with justice”. He stated that, “they wanted to know what the rules were, and I [he] 

had to tell them that society favours the bulldozer” over retaining their play space and that this 

experience caused him to contemplate how at that time there were no existing education 

programs in Montreal for children to learn about urban planning and development processes of 

cities and there were no opportunities for children to have a voice to influence city-planning 

processes. This epiphany was a catalyst for his Master’s thesis research and in creating his 

education programs on planning and design. During the interview, King also noted that one of 

the major influences of his Master’s degree research and his subsequent co-design career is that 

of Sir Peter Cook, Royal Academician and one of Archigram’s key founders. Cook was an 

important influence on his research and interest in using graphics and drawing to help people 

understand architecture and the built environment as key elements in his co-design method. In 

which he uses graphics to express participants’ desires and needs in the planning and 

development of a place or space in both natural environments and the built environment.  
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In the interview, King reiterated that children and youth should not be taught in a  

top-down approach and neither in a talked-down to approach such as in most traditional 

classroom formats with the teacher talking to or at the students from the front of a class.  

They both explained that he and Chung feel it is an out-dated method of teaching and should  

be done away with all together.  

In the interview, Chung explained that she has always been interested in art and as a child 

she experienced King’s co-design method because her Grade 6 teacher was a student of King’s 

who had learned the co-design method from him, and thus taught co-design to his class. Chung 

explained that later, as a young adult, she found herself in a co-design workshop and loved it so 

much that in 1994 she became an artist for the Co-Design Group working with King. Chung’s 

academic background of education with a strong focus on ecology allowed her to further infuse 

co-design with ecology and environmental education. However, she said, this connection was 

already there. 

 

 Interview Questions 4 and 5. (Questions 4 and 5 were answered together.) Do you 

feel that your work is inclusive and how so? How do your methodologies contribute to 

greater inclusion? Was this something you had planned to create and or thought about in 

depth prior to creating your techniques? How would you describe your methodology or 

process in your work with various audiences or participants? 

They both stated that their co-design method is applicable for all ages because by its very 

design it does not exclude people. They stated they work with people of all demographics from 

children to adults. As well they both have histories of working in school programs for many 

years, King since the 1970s and Chung as a high school teacher since the 1990s.  



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

110	

 Interview question 6. Saylan and Blumstein, (2011) claim environmental 

education in its traditional format is failing. They suggest there is a need for methods that 

engage students in activities that: include encouragement of imagination and  

open-minded experimentation; relate students directly to a place/space; involve 

community; can “directly affect the quality of student’s lives”; and that “have a clear and 

measurable impact on something the students care about” (p. 109). Do you feel that your 

approach meets some of or all of these criteria? Are there other methods that you could 

add or suggest that would be helpful in meeting the criteria? 

They explained that the co-design approach as originally developed by King has now 

been extended by the inclusion of Chung’s ecological environmental education background.  

In the interview King and Chung addressed these criteria by giving an example of how they ask 

participants simple design questions such as: 

If this place was designed to your satisfaction what would you be doing there or what 

would you do there? Then the participants share their input with an artist and the ideas, 

desires, wants and needs that they want to see in a given space are drawn at an eye level or 

human scale view. The drawings are then voted on for the best or most likely possible to be 

built ideas and are then scaled up to working drawings and or as supplemental drawings to 

assist in providing a visual representation of the working drawings.  

In the interview, I asked them if students were also allowed draw their own designs rather than to 

articulate their designs and ideas or wants and desires to an artist or planner/architect who drew 

for them. Chung said that “yes”, this also sometimes occurs in their process. As well as the  

‘City On the Wall’ co-design format as designed by King, participants either have a Co-Designer 

draw for them or they themselves draw on the wall covered in drawing paper. 
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Chung explained that students should be taught about how to create design solutions for 

environmental issues rather than focusing on just environmental problems: 

…but it’s being a positive response to climate change. Climate change is such an 

overwhelmingly difficult problem. It can be a very depressing problem so to be told that 

there is a design solution that we can use our creativity and our desire for nature as part 

of the solution. Is very inspiring. It is inspiring for me because I have young children and 

the thought of them facing the consequences of climate change, I want them to see it in a 

positive manner and to use all of their creativity. So, I believe that co-design is part  

of this. 

In this case this is environmental education in the sense that the students are 

participating in creating their future environment, like actively shaping it. The students 

are sometimes very surprised to find out that they can shape their environment that they 

can shape their governance. I mean it is really like almost like a form of democracy. 

 

Interview question 7. How important is participatory planning or cooperative 

design in your methodology? Do you feel this is something that should be incorporated to 

other disciplines such as environmental education/ urban environmental education and 

how effective do you think it might be? 

King and Chung then touched on the importance of participatory planning or cooperative 

design/co-design as part of their education methodology. Chung stressed, “Co-design is how you 

empower citizens to state their interactions and get the planners on board with support in how 

they wish to live”. King extended these comments by remarking on the importance of students 

actually seeing their projects becoming a reality, stating, “And then when they see that their 
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ideas are actually built then they feel that that really is an acceptance by society and that they 

have really had a hand in creating Vancouver”. 

Chung also stressed the importance of moving projects from concept to actuality in the 

Co-Design process: 

And I would say that anybody who tries to use the co-design processes simply as a  

PR (Public Relations) exercise it will have the opposite effect. So, we have to be careful 

how we yield this tool. It is an elegant tool because what we do is, we invite people as we  

co-design for them; we invite them to interact to rehearse their interactions. So, they 

don't know as they enter the space, what they are going to say or what they are going to 

do and we don't know what they are going to say… You can’t raise people’s hopes and 

we don’t want to be used as a PR [public relations] exercise.  

 

Interview question 8. Does your work and or projects translate into real tangible 

projects and or data that can be used for future projects? How important is it to you that 

participants create something tangible and real whether immediately or at a potential  

later time? 

Both King and Chung claimed that it was of great importance that the drawings/sketches 

and input by children, youth, or adults in the engagement process be used to create real projects 

and not imaginary ones or projects that will never be built. Having projects that will come to 

fruition through participants’ input is of upmost importance to [participants] involved in the 

engagement processes as developed by King and Chung. 

An example they gave was their experience working with students of École Pauline 

Johnson elementary school playground in Vancouver. The worked with the famous landscape 
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architect, Cornelia Oberlander and assisted students in reimagining and redesigning their 

schoolyard into a space with more plants and ecological elements and had their designs come to 

fruition as a real built project. King gave another example of designing with children and having 

their ideas become realized is that of the small grassy hill or knoll on the playground of  

Sir William Macdonald elementary or Xpey' elementary which was the creation of the school 

children’s design and was built by the landscape architecture firm of Cornelia Oberlander. 

A major built project King discussed was that of Arthur Erickson’s famous Robson 

Square-Vancouver Law Courts design that was partially based on his ‘City On The Wall’  

co-design work with children and youth who recommended that waterfalls, a forest, and an  

ice-skating rink be incorporated into the design and so they were. Other examples he and Chung 

gave in the interview were: the design of a new indoor space for youth and the elderly in the 

West Vancouver Memorial Library and of their unique needs for the space; in Vancouver the 

Woodward building’s reconstruction, a project co-designed with urban squatters; and as well as 

in projects in the USA such as Growing Up Boulder. In the interview King identified that 

permitting processes and planning projects usually take some time to be built unless they are 

interior design projects. He notes that projects can take up to 1 year or in some cases 5 -15 or 

even up to 30 years to be built.  

 

Interview question 9. Would you like to see design and urban design taught as 

regular elements of school curricula? Would you see this as benefiting  

environmental education? 

When asked these questions they noted that they currently do workshops with students in 

primary and high schools. Chung responded with the information that the current  
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(recently revised) BC school curriculum lists a place-based learning component in its curriculum 

and she explained that because of this, “…I've been able to do more place-based activities in my 

classrooms in the past year and not be questioned about it”. In regard to place-based learning 

Chung also stated that, “…it can be very difficult because teachers don't have a lot of resources 

to do this. But it is exciting. It's exciting to have a place-based curriculum and it fits right into 

what we are trying to do”. 

The Co-Designers: Conclusion 

In conclusion, both King and Chung incorporate environmental education in their 

engagement practices of co-design and do not see the natural and built worlds as separate.  

They both feel that engagement practices must be for real projects and not as tokenistic practices. 

The Co-Design concepts of King and Chung place strong emphasis on their belief that it is 

essential for students to have the opportunity to see their ideas brought into action in real-world 

projects. King and Chung claim that it is also of upmost importance to ask students and 

participants to explain their desires and needs for a space or place and that if we want to create 

youth who want to make positive changes for our planet, then framing issues and behavioural 

changes within a negative framework will not and does not work in their experience. 

Behavioural changes must be stated in the positive as a question posed to participants/students 

about what they would like to be doing in a space or place and how they could achieve this.  

Both King and Chung have been operating in built environment education the longest of all of 

the interviewees and have a wealth of knowledge as shown in their answers to the questions. 
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Figure 6. Co-Designer Stanley King of The Social Art of Architecture for Youth in British  
    Columbia, at the 9th World Environmental Education Congress (WEEC), Vancouver,  
    Canada, by Julia L. Morlacci (2017). Reproduced by Permission. 
 

 
 

 

Figure 7. Poster advertising the Co-Design Method by Co-Designers Stanley King and  
   Susan Chung at the 2017 World Environmental Education Congress (WEEC),  
   Vancouver, Canada, by Julia L. Morlacci (2017). Reproduced by Permission. 
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Case Study 3: arki_lab, Rasmus Frisk, Copenhagen, Denmark 

Biography: Rasmus Frisk 

Rasmus Frisk is an Architect, Urban Designer and since 2012 the CEO, Partner and  

Co-Founder of arki_lab along with his wife, Jeanette Frisk, Architect, Urban Designer, and 

arki_lab Partner (arki_lab, Rasmus Frisk CV, n.d.; arki_lab, Jeanette Frisk CV, n.d.; arki_lab, 

Profile, About, n.d., para.1). He is also an Associate Professor of Architecture and Urban 

Planning Design at DIS Copenhagen: Danish Institute for Study Abroad in Scandinavia since 

2011 (arki_lab, Rasmus Frisk CV, n.d.). Frisk has a Master of Architecture degree from  

The Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, in Copenhagen and degrees in Architecture Studies 

from the Faculty of Architecture at the University of Sydney, in Australia and at the KEA, 

School of Constructing Architects, Copenhagen, DK (arki_lab, Rasmus Frisk CV, n.d.).  

He has won awards from The Danish Arts Foundation for Architecture in 2014 on the topic of  

“Architecture in Public Schools”; in 2012 on “The Relationship Between Suburb and City”;  

and in 2004 on “The Significance of City Parks” (arki_lab, Rasmus Frisk CV, n.d.). In 2012, he 

also won the Danish Architects Association’s award for “Developing an Educational Program” 

(arki_lab, Rasmus Frisk CV, n.d.).  

Description of arki_lab 

arki_lab has been operating in Copenhagen, Denmark since 2012 and in Sydney, 

Australia since 2017 (arki_lab, Rasmus Frisk CV, n.d.; arki_lab, 2017, Participatory Design 

Down Under).  

arki_lab’s website describes arki_lab as: 

an urban consultancy that rests on three pillars: co-creation, democratic design and a 

cross-disciplinary team [and views itself] as facilitators of collaborative processes, 

whether in the development of strategies, analysis or physical design. [With its] particular 



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

117	

focus on translating ideas into final designs helps ensure that the citizens’ voices appear 

throughout the process. (arki_lab, Profile, About, n.d., para.1-2)  

The arki_lab website explains that arki_lab’s goal is: 

to change the linear and top-down approach to design through ‘designing cities with 

people’ instead of ‘designing cities for people’. Co-creating spaces with the end users not 

only helps establish more democratic and inclusive societies but also builds a strong 

sense of ownership over these spaces.  

[emphasis in original] (arki_lab, Profile, About Us, n.d., para. 13) 

Regarding their working with young people arki_lab’s website explains that they: 

believe that democratic engagement processes can create better liveable environments not 

just today but also for generations to come. Involving young people in the design process 

enables them to realize that their ideas matter and that they can actually shape their 

surroundings. We’re trying to equip the next generation decision-makers and citizens 

with the knowledge that they can play an active part in shaping the world.  

(arki_lab, Profile, About Us, n.d., para. 9) 

Three key elements comprise arki_lab’s engagement processes:  

1) Education of the ordinary citizen building a common language of architecture in 

the process, 

2) Building community and relations between the citizens and the cities they inhabit 

through engagement and participation,  

3) Making physical changes in close cooperation with the end-users and based on their 

needs and ideas. 

(Frisk, Aarup Due & Pilehchian, 2015, p. 20) 
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The arki_lab website further states that they view, “…youth as the super users of the city 

and our workshops help to activate their creative minds in order to uncover their expert 

knowledge and deepest desires about the present and future of their local area” (arki_lab, What 

We Offer, n.d., para. 2).  

 arki_lab’s “focus is to use architectural methods to create learning projects across the 

disciplines in school, and over a longer-term project introduce various concepts, tasks and 

activities” (Frisk, Aarup Due & Pilehchian, 2015, p. 9). arki_lab delivers their educational 

programs as workshops and elective courses offered within the public-school system to specific 

age ranges of K-12 in order to engage students in participation in the way that works best with 

both their educational and learning needs (Frisk, Aarup Due & Pilehchian, 2015). 

arki_lab strives to: 

… make sure, that the students get an understanding of the relevance and importance of 

the learning process rather than focusing on the results, and rather than let the project 

being based on fictitious issues, it is the students’ own local environment that are brought 

into consideration. (Frisk, Aarup Due & Pilehchian, 2015, p. 10) 

arki_tools: arki_lab’s engagement tools 

arki_lab has developed a variety of diverse engagement tools, which they term in their 

totality as arki_tools, which are described as “flexible user-involvement strategies” that assist: 

to design cities with people, facilitate our design process, and extract valuable 

data from citizens. Our toolbox is a universal one, where the tools can be adapted 

and adjusted to be used in different contexts. The opinions collected by these tools 

are valuable data that can help bridge the gap between the citizens and the macro 
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level of urban design strategies. (arki_lab, Methods for Change In-House Tools, 

n.d., para. 1) 

These tools are the arki_nopoly game, arkiCity App (formerly the CoCity App 

during the time of this interview), arki_collages, arki_mapping (utilized during the time 

of this interview), arki_highfive, arki_prototyping and arki_probes (arki_lab, Tools, 

Methods For Change, n.d.; arki_lab, Tools, engaging users in the design process, n.d.). 

The arki_nopoly game, are discussed in further detail in the interview portion of this 

section with Frisk. In brief, though the arki_nopoly board game and its digital format is 

arki_lab’s gamification tool and is a form of serious gaming (arki_lab, arki_nopoly, n.d.). 

The webpage of the arki_nopoly game explains that by its design it gives participants  

a platform to: 

discuss our living environment, criticize it and see its beauties. It enables us to see our 

living environment as something we can have an influence on, instead of something 

immutable that we just have to live with. But on top of this all, through playing 

arki_nopoly we can create a database of citizens’ ideas and suggestions for their city, 

which could largely benefit us in urban development.  

(arki_lab, arki_nopoly, n.d., para. 2) 

In terms of its use as method of educational gamification, it includes serious gaming and urban 

gaming and “has been played at schools with kids, at universities with students, at a vulnerable 

neighbourhood with the inhabitants, and in internal workshops for consensus building” (arki_lab, 

arki_nopoly, n.d., para. 3).  

The arki_nopoly game “is basically the steps in a design process translated into a     

board-game format” and that playing the game is an effective tool in co-designing as it assists in 
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triggering the “‘silent knowledge’ of the participants” allowing for “discussions, analysis and 

debate; developing new ideas based on this knowledge and analysis; and finally to assess and 

gather this knowledge for further use (Frisk &, Aarup Due & Pilehchian, 2015, pp. 16-17). 

Another tool used by arki_lab is the arki_toolbox which uses many different tools such 

as: arki_collage, arki_prototyping, and arki_probes and others to help the participants.  

The tools correspond to the 3-step design thinking process: the DISCOVERY phase 

where you make your initial analysis, the DREAM phase where you generate and develop 

ideas, and finally the DESIGN phase where you finalize designs and turn them into 

concrete installations. The toolbox aims to place the users and workshop participants at 

the center, by giving them the power to decide and apply the tools. [emphasis in original] 

(arki_lab, arki_toolbox, n.d., para. 1) 

Since the interview arki_lab is using two newer tools. The first is the Placemaking toolkit  

“which allows various stakeholders’ views to be integrated through the use of method cards 

representing three themes: ‘Material and Physical Changes’, ‘Operational and Network 

Management’, and ‘Public Life and Amenities’” (arki_lab, placemaking_toolkit, n.d.).  

The second is “8 Design Principles for Outdoor Learning” and is a checklist “guide for  

designing outdoor learning spaces” for use in schools and local communities (arki_lab, Tools; 

public tools, n.d.; arki_lab, Checklist for Outdoor Learning, n.d.). A further tool is the 

arki_highfive and although it’s listed as a new tool at the time of writing this research, it was 

created from experiences gained through arki_lab’s many past project methodologies  

(arki_lab, arki_projects, n.d.).  
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During my interview Frisk mentioned that he had engaged in a similar exercise, as King’s 

the City on the Wall co-design method with students and was intrigued that King had pioneered 

this method of co-design. 

 Another tool that Frisk described during our interview is that of the CocityApp, now 

known as the ArkiCity App to “Co-create your city” which is “a smartphone application that 

allows everyone to engage in the transformation of their city” (arki_lab, CocityApp, n.d.,  

para. 1). Participants take a photo of a space/place and create a digital collage that they can 

upload to the Internet (arki_lab, CocityApp, n.d.; arki_lab, n.d., ArkiCity). These “ideas of 

improvement are gathered on a single platform where people can interact and elaborate” on  

the collage (arki_lab, CocityApp, n.d., para. 1; arki_lab, ArkiCity, n.d., para. 1). This lets 

participants share their knowledge and to submit their ideas and suggestions directly to their 

local governments in real-time so that local governments can potentially implement this data 

(arki_lab, CocityApp, n.d.; arki_lab, ArkiCity, n.d.). 

 Prior to the CocityApp or ArkiCity App concept there was ‘arki_collages’, a hardcopy 

tool to “Visualize your dream city [using a photo of] any space that does not live up to its full 

potential” and then pasting other desired images onto the photo to gauge how a space might look, 

basically a visual representation of what a person desired the space to look like, to be, or to 

function as (arki_lab, Collage, n.d., para.1). 

 Another well-used tool is arki_prototyping. This involves building “your own ideas 

where ‘soda crates, moving boxes and our self-designed arki_boxes’ are used to build a 

prototype of a project” (arki_lab, Arki_Prototyping, n.d., para. 1). This tool gives:  

the users the chance to actively shape any given space into their desired set-up, the box 

functions as an inspiring element and triggers creative thinking. It allows the citizens to 
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build and test ideas repeatedly and see how changing the built form could influence how 

people use the space. (arki_lab, arki_Prototyping, n.d., para. 3) 

Interview: Rasmus Frisk 

In my interview with Rasmus Frisk the structure was more of a detailed discussion on the 

themes and topics of the interview questions rather than a straightforward response or direct 

answer of the interview questions. Thus, I have done my best to answer the interview questions 

from our discussion. Many of the topics discussed flowed into each other or are intertwined 

throughout the interview and are difficult to separate.  

 

Interview question 1. What are your views on differences or relationships between 

the natural world and the built environment? Do you feel that that the human environment 

is both the built and natural environment and that, as the UN states, the urban 

environment is the human ecosystem? 

Frisk explained that he thinks that cross silo thinking is important no matter the 

profession and that people “don’t really want to talk together, but they need to benefit  

[by talking with each other] to get a real good project out of it”. In other words, they are 

often seen by many fields as two different or separate things however if they join together 

to work together as one, then good things can come out of the union or merging of the 

disciplines or in this case of seemingly separate urban and natural environments  

or silos. 

 

 



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

123	

Interview question 2. Do you feel that you have been able to teach children, youth 

and adults to care about our natural world and to see connections between nature and 

natural systems and their urban/built environments and communities? Can you give 

specific examples where you feel this was accomplished directly or indirectly? 

 Frisk answered: 

Yes, in regards to teaching being crucial…. It’s needed because we want to be able to 

create critical minds because the future might not be changed tomorrow.  

But you know if we are creating critical minds in that reach, they are a lot more aware.  

arki_lab prides itself on infusing EE in their educational methods and this was evident in Frisk’s 

description of students’ feedback stating: 

All the feedback that we get from these young people that we have worked with is that 

they say, 'oh you have opened our eyes to democracy, you opened our eyes to the living 

environment that we are around, the living environment that we are living in. You have 

opened our eyes to community feeling and what we actually can be empowerment and in 

what we can be a part of.  

 [To this he added,]  

And suddenly by creating these critical minds you know there is a huge hope for the 

future because you know in 5-10 years’ time, they are going to be the one that will  

be now asking the questions and the voters and are the new ones to set the agendas  

for the cities, right?  
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Frisk explained that a balance is needed in teaching and in classroom teaching.            

The following are his direct words explaining his thinking in regards to teaching students  

about real-world issues and the application of solutions such as architectural calculations in  

the real-world. 

So suddenly they [the students] had to figure out how that, floor ratio, percentage of a 

window, you know, but of course we were talking to seventh graders. So, for their goal 

for the math teacher was to teach them about percentage calculation and scale and 

understanding scale. But I think it talks a little into this idea about how do we teach and 

how do we teach like in environmental issue [there] also is that, there needs to be a mix 

between the real world and the academic…. It's not going to work if you're only in one 

part of it. There has to be a balance.  

Frisk claimed in the interview that there needs to be a balance of working in the 

classroom and in the field, meaning at a specific site or location outside of an indoor classroom: 

“It doesn't work if it's just [teaching] in the classroom but they also figured out…that it doesn't 

work if it's just in the field [outside]”. In other words, there needs to be a mix of both in the 

classroom teaching and in the field, an outside site or location or an outside classroom.  

 

Interview question 3. It seems that in your work that you care deeply about 

teaching about design and the built environment. How did you develop this passion  

or commitment?  

Frisk explained that there were four contributing factors that have helped him 

create and co-found arki_lab with his wife, Jeanette Frisk. Firstly, Frisk explained in the 

interview that some years ago while at home observing his son play with Lego™,  
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he realized that it was the Lego™ people that made the Lego™ cities come to life,  

that Lego™ cities without the Lego™ people “...would be all ‘dis-play and not play’” 

[emphasis Frisk]. Secondly, Frisk noted that it was not just the missing Lego™ people 

that sparked his mind but his epiphany that the same applies to our city/urban 

environments because they are about people, the users of the city and not just the 

buildings themselves. Thirdly, he explained that while working and designing for large 

architectural firms and ‘starchitect’ projects based on money and prestige, he had a major 

realization when one day while participating in a formal design panel he was asked about 

the project and was asked the question, “So do you think this is a city for people?” and 

Frisk explained that he found he was not able to answer the question and this caused him 

to rethink his approach to planning, design and architecture. In our interview,  

he explained that he had forgotten about “the little people, the Lego™ people”, 

 (the Lego™ people being the people of the city) and this made him question what he was 

doing with his life’s work at that time of his career. Fourthly, Frisk explained that when 

he began to work for the famous architect and designer, Jan Gehl where he learnt to 

design cities for people based on Gehl’s research and practices, he explained that he 

differs from Gehl in that he wanted to have people be the co-creators in designing their 

own cities with planners and architects rather than the professionals designing for the 

people. It was the culmination of all of these realizations and experiences led him to the 

creation of arki_lab with his wife, Jeanette Frisk who feels similarly about these issues. 

Frisk stated in the interview that his mantra is that, “It’s okay to think big, just remember 

that people are small” and he explained this in detail that we need to remember to think on the 
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human scale in urban design, that we should always remember to design at and for humans at a 

human scale [emphasis Frisk]. 

 

Interview question 4. Do you feel that your work is inclusive and how so? How do 

your methodologies contribute to greater inclusion? Was this something you had planned 

to create and or thought about in depth prior to creating your techniques? 

When I asked Frisk, this question he responded to this stating, “Yes, arki_lab’s 

work is inclusive working with all ages and demographics”. When I enquired about one 

of arki_lab’s projects called ‘Dreams for the Future Kulbanepark’, he noted that it led to 

being an example of arki_lab’s work of inclusivity. Frisk explained that this particular 

project involved students designing huge yellow flowers with long stems called  

‘Dream Flowers’ which were placed outside in a grassy area in regard to a train line that 

would transition from above ground to below ground with a park built on top of the area.  

The yellow flowers were to be a visual representation of the new park to illustrate the 

young students’ dreams for the area written on the flowers for the community to read as a 

publicity stunt to attract local community attention. 

Frisk stated that this school project involved three different age groups of  

children and brought together parents and community members who were of  

“different backgrounds, religious backgrounds, [and] social backgrounds” that were  

not used to being engaged and then were suddenly engaged through their children being 

involved in the project. He also explained this was significant because these parents 

“either don't speak the [local] language or they're too busy working” but suddenly they 

became part of the project meeting up on Sundays to participate. He also mentioned that 
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“it’s a clever way to engage through the kids” to reach their parents and one way is 

through the “dinner table [as this] is where we [parents] interrogate our kids every night 

and say [ask], ‘What did you learn at school today and so forth?’” therefore allowing for 

the children to engage their parents into participating in person in the project. 

 

Interview question 5. How would you describe your methodology or process in 

your work with various audiences or participants? 

Frisk explained that arki_lab methodology or processes with all its participants of all  

ages is to collaborate and work in together; to listen to people’s needs, desires (wants), issues and 

solutions and to work together to co-design and to co-empower each other to create solutions.  

As mentioned previously by Frisk is that his focus and arki_lab’s is on the people of the city,  

the users of the city and their needs and paying close attention to their voices. 

Through their collaborative and co-design engagement practices utilizing their diverse 

arki_tools repertoire they are able to use all of their tools in their educational programs, public 

work and institutional, government, and corporate work and thus they are able to engage broad 

age groups and diverse cultural groups and including working in schools in Denmark as 

mentioned by the examples given in his response to interview question four above. 

The arki_tools involved the design process method, co-design, co-empowerment, 

designing and building on paper, with models and even building full scale models, art and 

serious games such as arki_nopoly for example and digital applications that allow for users to 

interacting in redesigning a space collectivity which can by upscale to local government to be 

built in the real-world.  arki_lab also builds real projects and has students designing and building 
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for real projects through cleverly designing their educational programs to match with Danish 

school curricula explained Frisk in the interview. 

 Frisk also explained that arki_lab uses the co-design method in their engagement 

practices and believes that the best way is to design directly with the users or with the people 

who will be or use a space or place. Frisk explained in the interview that the arki_nopoly game 

“was developed as a tool to facilitate educational projects, as well as to integrate citizen 

involvement in projects”. He explained that the arki_nopoly game is for people of all ages and is 

not a competition game but a game in which everyone has to work together to win similar to the 

Monopoly™ board game. Frisk used the example of a group of people aged 12 to 80 playing 

together bringing all of their “different agendas to the table” in which players can take their time 

and not rush nor take over the game with their own agendas. Frisk stated that arki_lab has also 

been experimenting with using version of the arki_nopoly game in which the game board is 

projected onto a table making the game unique in that it is tailored to each specific location 

allowing participants to share their local knowledge.  

Frisk mentioned the tool of arki_collages is in both the formats of digital and 

traditional paper collages allowing for participants to redesign a space in their city either 

through art in the form of collages made of paper or digitally on their phones through an 

App called the CoCity App (formerly the arkiCity App at the time of the interview). 

CoCity is a smartphone application that assists the public in redesigning areas of their city 

in real-time by incorporating the usage of the digital collage allowing for users to 

collectively redesign city spaces together through the Application. Frisk explained that 

the designs are then often uploaded to local city governments. 
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At the time of the interview arki_lab was also having the public participate in 

taking photos of areas they wanted to see changes in with a disposable camera that they 

provided participants with that was mailed back to arki_lab for processing.  

Frisk mentioned arki_mapping which was being used at the time of the interview 

it allowed users to track their daily routes and share how the different places they 

encountered made them feel using emoticons allowing for users to create digital collages 

and suggest improvements to specific areas collectively. This Application was also 

changing at the time of interview to become the arkiCity App as mentioned above. 

 Frisk also described the method of the arki_prototyping tool where participants can build 

and experiment with their design in full scale using crates or boxes. This allows for participants 

to see how their design works or doesn’t work in a space and adjust their design accordingly. 

They have used this method with high school students to design an outdoor learning space on 

their school grounds in Copenhagen. 

 

Interview question 6. Saylan and Blumstein, (2011) claim environmental 

education in its traditional format is failing. They suggest there is a need for methods that 

engage students in activities that: include encouragement of imagination and open-

minded experimentation; relate students directly to a place/space; involve community; 

can “directly affect the quality of student’s lives”; and that “have a clear and measurable 

impact on something the students care about” (p. 109). Do you feel that your approach 

meets some of or all of these criteria? Are there other methods that you could add or 

suggest that would be helpful in meeting the criteria? 
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From the rich information shared by Frisk in the interview regarding arki_lab it 

was clear that their methods fit all of the criteria of Saylan and Blumstein. arki_lab 

practices are: place-based or site-specific; playful; fun; use design education; use design 

learning and thinking; are interdisciplinary; are inclusive; use co-design;  

co-empowerment; intergenerational; and multicultural. Their methods are based on 

participant collaboration for solving real –life or real-world issues and projects and are 

solutions based. The arki_lab methods also incorporate architecture education, urban 

planning, and design methodology as well as participatory planning. The approach is 

based on educational methods with a focus on both the built environment and the natural 

environment as one system of many and is connected to and with communities. 

 Frisk explained the arki_lab view that schools should be teaching or engaging 

students very differently than traditional top-down teaching formats and should be 

teaching students in situ outdoors or outside of classrooms instead of always inside 

classrooms although a balance is needed for both education spaces/places. 

Interview questions 7 and 8. (These questions were interconnected in my 

discussions with Frisk). 

 

Interview question 7. How important is participatory planning or cooperative 

design in your methodology? Do you feel this is something that should be incorporated to 

other disciplines such as environmental education/ urban environmental education and 

how effective do you think it might be? 
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Interview question 8. Does your work and or projects translate into real tangible 

projects and or data that can be used for future projects? How important is it to you that 

participants create something tangible and real whether immediately or at a potential  

later time? 

Frisk explained that arki_lab practices real participatory design or real citizen 

involvement, and that arki_lab does not “just check the box” on citizen engagement as 

other companies do, and they really truly engage with their participants. He explained  

this further.  

How we use our engagement is that it's simply the feeling of co-giving people the  

power or feeling of co-ownership and what comes out of these engagements is a lot of 

low-hanging fruits. And we should be stupid in our profession not to pluck from those  

low hanging fruit. Because what it does is that it lifts the bar of success for the final 

product much higher. 

 

Frisk explained in the interview that arki_lab pays close attention to the  

“low-hanging fruit”, the information or knowledge that local citizens hold about their local areas 

including that of children, youth and the elderly. He explained that this is the information that is 

often ignored by other architecture, planning and urban design firms, institutions and 

governments because it is not coming from professionals. 

Frisk discussed his feelings that most stereotypical public engagement sessions or 

meetings are only for “display”, meaning they are just for show or PR (public relations) or 

tokenism, whereas arki_lab’s approach is “actually play”, they have a playful approach, and 
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they have made planning and architecture engagement a “plaything” and real by using their 

playful tools of engagement to co-design real projects.  

Frisk also described that when there is only a focus on doing the activity of engagement 

and collecting feedback only for public relations or for a show or face value, or tokenism, then 

there is no co-ownership. He explained that when: 

There is no feeling of ownership into it [the engagement activity] and that means 

that it becomes a very negative process but if you allow for this more playful 

interaction when you do engagement. And you know we've been doing citizen 

engagement, we kind of like, see ourselves as midwifes, you know we were in the 

middle between the citizens or the state.  

It could also be stakeholders; you know it could be a corporate company 

and we have had clients like that. If it's a client and then the professionals, which 

is maybe the municipalities or other architects or landscape architects et cetera. 

We see ourselves as this kind of in-between midwife’s and when bridging the gap 

here, what we do is that we use a lot of different tools that we developed over the 

last couple of years. 

During the interview, the word ‘co-empowerment’ arose several times, meaning having 

participants of any age feel empowered to act. Frisk noted that “co-empowerment” is very 

important to arki_lab and to him personally.  

As well, he noted that taking seriously the needs and dreams of participants, students and 

communities and by giving them the tools and methods to be able to design their environments 

and seriously taking into account their local first-hand lived experiences and local knowledge is 

extremely important arki_lab’s work. Frisk commented that arki_lab has a broad focus on its 
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users from K-12 and post-secondary educators, and as designers and architects for clients  

from both the private sector and governments. In our interview, Frisk explained that arki_lab’s 

projects become real, tangible projects through their engagement processes, and that there are 

numerous examples of this on the arki_lab webpage Projects section. 

Frisk identified several projects that have been built by arki_lab such as new outdoor 

learning spaces for students, redesigned schoolyards and classrooms to better fit students 

learning needs, and urban lounges and spaces for the public to use.  

 

Interview question 9. Would you like to see design and urban design taught as regular 

elements of school curricula? Would you see this as benefiting environmental education? 

Frisk responded that arki_lab has aligned its school workshops with the Danish school 

curriculum allowing easier accessibility and fluidity to teach in schools. He explained further 

that, “One of the things about working with the youth and I think this is what happened for us 

suddenly working with young people is that we found ourselves a niche”. He added that this is 

because Denmark had “a big school reform a couple of years ago” allowing for arki_lab’s 

educational methods to easily match Danish school curricula by matching their education tools 

with relevant school curricula such as mathematics, writing, social sciences and much more.  

Frisk discussed that by placing school projects, such as redesigning a schoolyard within 

the curriculum of the school, teachers don’t have to spend time scrambling to learn new 

information that they have no time to learn anyways because he explained, they need to plan 

their academic year about six months in advance. It is for this reason that teachers need to be 

engaged early on, “to create this ownership feeling because if they have to take ownership 

together with the kids, you need to add them to the table very, very early on”. Further, Frisk 
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claimed that this is because they (the teachers) are then able to see the connections within their 

areas of expertise, such as biology for example, where the arki_lab facilitators might start asking 

a teacher, such questions as: 

What do you think could be a huge beneficial element for you to make your teaching 

better? -And this of course addresses all about this outdoor classroom thing that is 

 now a ‘hot-potato’ [a hot topic or big issue] actually at least in Denmark, but I also see 

it in Australia. 

Frisk shared an important piece of information in regards to arki_lab’s experiences in 

integrating their educational programs into school curricula. He stated that: 

I think that the way forward to engage with the young is when you are engaged through 

the schools and if you're clever enough to make sure that you are putting your agenda 

aligning… up with the curriculum in the school system. So, nobody feels that it's a hassle 

to have you onboard. 

arki-lab: Conclusion 

In conclusion, arki_lab incorporates a variety of methods of engaging participants and 

students in what seems to be a very successful methodology using a mixed methods approach in 

which they are able to meet the needs of different students, teachers, demographic groups and 

work with all types of stakeholders. Their approach includes both the natural and built 

environments and they do not view them as being separate. 

Frisk also explained that in terms of environmental awareness Denmark’s citizens  

already have this in their cultural mindset and arki_lab sees no difference between EE and BEE  

viewing them both being integral parts of each other and embodies this exceptionally well and 

for arki_lab it is just common practice as he explained in an analogy that the  
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environment - sustainability it is one of the legs of a stool. arki_lab is well advanced in 

connecting their mixed methodologies of engagement processes and approaches of their 

arki_tools into Denmark’s school curricula while actively engaging and working with students 

and teachers in the Danish school system. Arguably arki_lab’s practices are an excellent example 

in how to incorporate BEE with EE into schools and in aligning to school curricula.  

Frisk discussed the topic of how some kids learn differently and that some  

“kids learn with their hands and others with heads” and he stated that we need to design  

schools and school or learning space to meet the various needs of students. Many of arki_lab’s 

school programs or projects with students involve the redesign of school spaces and often-

outdoor ones. This takes the education of BEE and EE to another level where students are 

engaging directly in actively shaping space or places where they learn and thus would arguably 

lead to how they are learning as well through the design process and how they are learning in the 

newly created/built space. 

 

Figure 8. arki_lab’s books: Designing Cities With Young People Play and  
   The City As A Classroom, by Julia L. Morlacci (2020). 
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Case Study 4: №.9, The Culture of Sustainability, Andrew Davies and                          
  Elizabeth Lenell Davies, Toronto, Canada 

Biography: Andrew Davies 

Andrew Davies is the Co-Founder and Executive Director of №.9, which he co-founded 

in 2006 (Davies, A., Profile, LinkedIn, 2020). Andrew Davies’ education consists of: a Master of 

Arts Sociology in Cities (MSc) from The London School of Economics and Political Science 

(LSE), UK; a Master of Architecture degree from the Southern California Institute of 

Architecture (SCI-Arc), USA; and a Bachelor of Fine Arts from Queen's University, Canada 

(Davies, A., User Profile, LinkedIn, 2020). 

Andrew Davies has taught “at New York's Eyebeam Atelier and George Brown College 

in Toronto” and worked for the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) (№.9 The Culture of 

Sustainability, About Us, 2020).  

Biography: Elizabeth Lenell Davies 

Elizabeth Lenell Davies is the Program Developer and Lead Architectural Educator of the 

№.9 school program ‘Imagining My Sustainable City (IMSCity)’, which started in 2011, and is 

now the ‘Imagining My Sustainable Community’ (IMSCommunity) (№.9 The Culture of 

Sustainability, About Us, 2020). Elizabeth Davies co-developed the IMSCity program with 

Andrew Davies and Barbara Lilker, the “Program Developer/Lead Architectural Educator and 

Project Manager of IMSCity” (№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About Us, 2020). Elizabeth 

Davies has a Master of Architecture degree from The Southern California Institute of 

Architecture (SCI-Arc), Los Angeles, California and a Bachelor of Environmental Design  

from Miami University, Oxford, Ohio. Elizabeth Davies was the architectural designer for the 

Ace Gallery in both LA and NYC and has worked for architectural firms in NYC  

(№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About Us, 2020). She has been with №.9, The Culture of 
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Sustainability, since 2009 (№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About Us, 2020). Elizabeth Davies 

together with her husband Andrew Davies, and Barbara Lilker jointly co-developed the 

Imagining My Sustainable City/Community (IMSC) program (№.9 The Culture of 

Sustainability, About Us, 2020).  

Description of №.9 

№.9 The Culture of Sustainability is a Registered Canadian Charity founded in 2007 

(№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About Us: Mission, 2020). In 2018, №.9 won  

“the Ontario Art Education Association, Community Art Educator of the Year Award [as]  

they [№.9] represent a commitment to excellence in teaching visual arts, architecture, urban 

planning- all around concepts of sustainability” (The Ontario Art Education Association, 

Winners 2018, 2020).  

The Mission statement of №.9 states: 

№.9 is an arts organization that uses art and design to bring awareness to  

environmental concerns. We deliver programs in schools and in the public domain 

designed to encourage the use of creative thinking to resolve environmental issues  

and to promote a sustainable lifestyle.  

(№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About Us: Mission, 2020) 

№.9 has two connected key approaches to accomplishing its mission statement; the first 

of its approaches is the Ecological Literacy Outreach Educational Program [IMSCommunity, 

formerly IMSCity], which operates, “By introducing students to the 9 pillars of building a 

sustainable community” (№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About Us: Mission, 2020).  

The second of the two is №.9’s Public Art Program which is viewed as involving  

“the experience of perceiving”, an experience that is claimed by the №.9 founders to help lead to 
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a positive global vision of a sustainable future. (№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, 2020, About 

Us: Mission). Note that the public art programs of №.9 were not the focus of this thesis research 

and hence are not discussed in the interviews or in the rest of this thesis. 

The website of №.9 explains that the Ecological Literacy component is founded on nine 

pillars: Waste Management, Water Management, Alternative Energy, Green Building Design, 

Civic Engagement, Public Art and Design, Agriculture and Food Security, Green Space, and 

Transportation (Imagining My Sustainable Community, About: №.9 The Culture of 

Sustainability, 2020). At the time of the interview the Imagine My Sustainable City (IMSCity) 

program goals, as stated on a now achieved №.9 webpage is described as: 

№.9 teaches sustainability and ecological literacy through IMSCity, emphasizing nine 

elements [the 9 pillars of №.9] that contribute to the creation of a sustainable city:  

green open space, transportation, waste management, water management, green building 

design, alternative energy sources, urban agriculture, public art and design, and civic 

engagement and leadership. The students incorporate these ideas into their individual 

designs as well as the overall goals for the project.  

(№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, №.9 In Collaboration with The Toronto District 

School Board, [Achieved project page], n.d., para. 6) 

Further goals of the IMSCity component of №.9 described on the same archived webpage are: 

The project’s goals are to infuse the real-world interdisciplinary aspects of the 

architectural profession with the Grade 7 and 8 core academic curriculum, while giving 

youth the tools they need to be agents for change in their communities. Collectively,  

the students' vision for their sustainable city leads to discussions of civic engagement, 

governance and living a sustainable lifestyle.  
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(№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, №.9 In Collaboration with The Toronto District 

School Board, [Achieved project page], n.d., para. 8)  

The 2020 №.9 project website proposes that “Each of these [9 pillars] is critical in 

building and achieving resilient communities and are also the foundation of the ‘Imagining My 

Sustainable Community’ program” (№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About: Imagining My 

Sustainable Community, 2020). Note that the IMSCity program lists the same 9 pillars as listed 

above and they are the same as described in my interviews and in the №.9 website 2017. 

The blog site of the №.9 Imagining My Sustainable City Hamilton project explains that: 

“Imagining My Sustainable City (IMSC [City]) is [was] a four day intensive program that brings 

ecological awareness into Grade 7 and 8 classrooms through an introduction to sustainable urban 

planning and architecture” (№.9 Imagining My Sustainable City Hamilton, Home, 2020).  

The website of №.9 explains:  

Imagining My Sustainable City (IMSCity) has evolved into Imagining My Sustainable 

Community (IMSCommunity). This shift allows the program to expand its focus and be 

more inclusive. It provides the opportunity to engage youth in the discussion around 

Northern and Indigenous communities and takes into account many different ways of 

living. By using the word community, youth from urban, rural or northern communities 

can see themselves in this program. 

(№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, Community in Action, 2020) 

The IMSCommunity program vision is described on the №.9 2020 website as: 

Our vision is to empower youth to lead a revolution in creating sustainable communities. 

Imagining My Sustainable Community is a revolutionary new program that is engaging 

and energizing young people in a way never before seen in Canadian public education.  
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It delivers an experiential lesson on how communities work, and inspires and empowers 

them to create solutions that will improve life in their communities for years to come. 

(№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About Us: Imagining My Sustainable  

Community, 2020) 

As mentioned previously the IMSCommunity program is an expansion of the IMSCity 

program. The №.9 website explains, “The IMSC [Community] program is uniquely designed  

to incorporate grade 7 and 8 curriculum with a focus on enhancing eco-literacy, through the 

‘lens’ of urban design, art, and architecture” which was the same for the IMSCity  program (№.9 

The Culture of Sustainability, About Us: Imagining My Sustainable Community, 2020). Below 

is the description of the the IMSCommunity core academic subjects which are identical to the 

IMSCity program with the exception of the incorporation of Reconciliation (№.9 The Culture of 

Sustainability, (n.d.), (n.p.), Imagining my sustainable city teacher’s guide). 

§ Science: Understanding life systems and interactions in the environment, structural, 

strength, stability and heat. 

§ Geography: Natural resources. 

§ Visual Art: 2 and 3D design, mixed media drawing, sketching and scale model building. 

§ Math: Number sense and numeration, scale, ratio and measurement. 

§ Language Arts: Writing, oral communication, and media studies. 

§ Sustainability: Achieving economic social and environmental balance.  

Reducing greenhouse gases through innovative solutions. 

§ Reconciliation: Building strong, resilient relationships between Indigenous communities 

and all Canadians, based on mutual recognition and respect. 

(№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, Empowering A Revolution, 2020) 
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It is noted that the topic of reconciliation was not in the IMSCity curricula but is now 

found in the new curricula of the IMSCommunity program. As it was not in the IMSCity 

program at the time (2017) of my original interviews with the Davies, the topic of reconciliation 

is beyond the scope of the data gathered for this thesis research although it is now a clear focus 

in the current work of №.9. 

Also of importance to this research is the range of teaching by the №.9 IMSC  

[City & Community versions]. №.9 claims to have taught the IMSC: 

to over 2500 grade seven through twelve students in Chicago, Toronto, Hamilton, 

 and Kingston. The IMSC program is uniquely designed to incorporate grade 7/8 

curriculum with a focus on enhancing eco-literacy, through the ‘lens’ of urban design,  

art, and architecture. (№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About Us: Imagining My  

Sustainable Community, 2020) 

№.9’s art programs of have been operating, “Since 2006, [and] over 14,000 Ontario 

elementary school students have experienced №.9 education workshops in their classrooms” 

(№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, Projects-Education, [Achieved projects page], n.d., para. 2). 

№.9 works directly with the school districts of the Toronto District School Board and the 

Hamilton Wentworth School Board “as well as in Chicago through a partnership with the 

Chicago Architecture Foundation (Now renamed as the Chicago Architecture Center) (№.9 The 

Culture of Sustainability, About Us: Mission, 2020, para. 4). 

It was noted that as of the 2020 №.9 website a new №.9’s Gardens program is listed.  

№.9 Gardens is described as a “new initiative to build a youth sustainability and reconciliation 

centre which provides opportunity and education for youth, post-secondary students, and the 
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public at large” (№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, About: №.9 Gardens, 2020). However, this 

initiative did not exist at the time of my interviews and therefore is not discussed in this thesis.  

Interviews: Andrew Davies and Elizabeth Lenell Davies 

While my interviews with Andrew Davies and Elizabeth Lenell Davies were conducted 

individually, I have combined their responses as they were both speaking about №.9. 

My research focused on №.9’s in-school education program, known at the time of the 

interviews as the Imagining My Sustainable City (IMSCity) program. At the time of the 

interviews Elizabeth Davies informed me that the ‘Imagining My Sustainable City 

(IMSCity)’program was in the process of changing and becoming the ‘Imagining My Sustainable 

Community’ (IMSCommunity) in order to encompass many communities that are often outside 

of cities such as First Nations and rural communities. However, in keeping with the original 

interview text, I refer here to the program by its former title of (IMSCity) although, the 

information gathered in this research on №.9’s (IMSCity) program is also applicable to the 

(IMSCommunity) program. 

 

Interview question 1. What are your views on differences or relationships  

between the natural world and the built environment? Do you feel that that the human 

environment is both the built and natural environment and that, as the UN states, the 

urban environment is the human ecosystem? 

Andrew Davies responded: 

If you’re in design you know how powerful a movement modernism was and it had 

ideologies [and] it had methodologies. There were people who were at the forefront and 

you know the museum is a celebration of that and the promotion of those beliefs. And I 
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think that there could be similar situations with this idea of sustainability or a lot of 

people have a problem with that word, but this idea of living more in harmony with 

nature, with addressing climate change, with trying to be more responsible in the way  

we behave with nature. 

And those things need to be promoted. And there needs to be excitement and 

passion and culture that supports that. So yeah there’s a tendency, there has been a 

tendency in the past for humans to separate themselves from nature. And I think that  

has probably some religious connotations to it. We you know obviously see it as one big 

system, an integrated system and… that’s why we felt that our experience of going to 

architecture school was so great. That architecture has that ability to integrate 

everything, you do the social, the economic, the environmental and then you’re also 

doing the different math, science, art, and literature. 

 

Interview question 2. Do you feel that you have been able to teach children,  

youth and adults to care about our natural world and to see connections between nature 

and natural systems and their urban/built environments and communities? Can you give 

specific examples where you feel this was accomplished directly or indirectly?  

Andrew Davies answered with the following: 

How do we teach kids to see connections between the natural world and urban system? 

So as mentioned you know we have water [as] one of our main pillars that we talk about 

so and being here in Toronto we have all these ravine systems… so depending on what 

school we are working we are working in that particular neighbourhood and it might be 

quite a natural setting with animal habitat. So, a lot of the projects then become 
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influenced by the place…. We’ve done a lot of work in that area connecting when         

the natural fabric of the city connects with the more urban….  

Andrew Davies explained further that the IMSCity, now IMSCommunity, program is 

matched with school curricula of Science, Technology, Engineering, the Arts and Mathematics 

(STEAM or STEM and Art) and includes ecological literacy to integrate itself easily into core 

school curricula. 

Elizabeth Lenell Davies response to the second interview question was that she noted that 

№.9 tackles topics such as having students design for green energy such as solar panels on 

buildings or solar and pedal powered fair rides such as rollercoasters, Ferris wheels and so forth. 

She commented that she saw architecture in terms of “how it benefits the kids in a day and age of 

climate change where we want them to be so aware of how they can create change for their 

future”. She also explained that one of the goals for the students is that they: 

want them to be civic minded. [and that] Architecture is just simply a vehicle for them to 

learn about environmental issues. It’s a vehicle to build a bat house, and then how do you 

collect the rainwater? How do you lift it up on stilts? What is the material that’s going to 

enhance and attract the bats? So that while they’re designing it, it’s enhancing, it’s 

bringing their learning about the environment. So, design in the environment is a vehicle 

for the kids to learn about environmental issues, environmental learning. 

 

Interview question 3. It seems that in your work that you care deeply about 

teaching about design and the built environment. How did you develop this passion  

or commitment? 
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In answering this question, I feel it’s best to present Andrew Davies’ own words 

in order to have the best picture of how his realizations and understandings led to the 

creation of the interdisciplinary fusion of architecture, design, ecology and environmental 

education that make up №.9. 

…I got involved with this project called Evergreen Brickworks and Evergreen was a 

traditional environmental organization and yet they were focusing on the urban 

context…not on just being out in the wild but also by how people relate to nature.  

So, I was working on a sort of revitalization project where I was bringing some of my 

interpretive experiences from the museum and wanting to deal with people… talking to 

them about the environment through things like art and architecture. I was obviously  

very interested in the issues related to the environment, the global impact of climate 

change and other things that were going on at the time, and [I] felt the solution is that if 

everybody with all their passions and interests and work are working with sustainability in 

mind, thinking about environmental issues, that’s how everything’s going to turn around. 

 

It’s not feasible for one sector, like the sort of environmental organizations sector, to 

accomplish everything or the conservation sector. So, it’s like …it becomes a lifestyle 

choice or a lifestyle goal. And I thought whoa, how great for art and architecture to get 

involved because they’re big determiners and how people… create a sense of value of what 

they want, so that came from actually working at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) and 

feeling the impact of modernism on the choices of how we think about living; how we  

think about the products that we want in our lives and then sort of extrapolating the idea of 

a culture of sustainability and then the role that art and design could play in that.  
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Andrew Davies explained that his realizations about the intersections of these 

interdisciplinary fields helped him to create a “culture of sustainability” leading to  

the creation №.9. 

In answering Question 3, Elizabeth Davies explained that she has loved architecture since 

she was a child and always wanted to become an architect, explaining that as a child she was 

already designing architectural blueprints of dream home plans for her friends on paper at school 

and constructing entire large-scale house plans or house layouts with leaves in her yard. 

She explained that once she had her own children, after working for 15 years “in various 

firms in New York City” and Toronto she found that she “loved playing with them and drawing 

with them” and she explained that she reached a point, 

…where I wanted more, I wanted more meaning. I was invited to volunteer at this 

teaching architecture and I loved it and I loved working with kids and I love playing.  

And I try to coax out the adventure and the imagination. 

Elizabeth Davies claimed that architecture education “is all interdisciplinary learning” and she 

concluded that it “would be a magical experience for kids to learn through making and magical 

also because they’re not used to it”. She explained that children are used to regular math and 

English classes but she feels that school systems “don’t know how to teach interdisciplinary 

learning and she feels that the IMSCity/Community is a model in how to teach it”. 

She also explained that she took her passion for art and design starting from childhood 

along with her professional architectural training in design and her love of working with children 

to create the IMSCity/Community program. She shared a most vital piece of information about 

the program, stating “It’s fun!”. 
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Interview question 4. Do you feel that your work is inclusive and how so? How do 

your methodologies contribute to greater inclusion? Was this something you had planned 

to create and or thought about in depth prior to creating your techniques?  

Andrew Davies’ response clearly describes how the IMSCity/Community 

program has been implemented in a way that fosters inclusion across a range of  

different neighbourhoods.  

So, when we work with them [the students] we call the program Imagine My Sustainable 

City but we are actually working in individual neighbourhoods. So, for instance in 

Toronto we chose to do one school in each of the 44 wards and this kind of goes to your 

other question about inclusivity…we did that so we would hit every demographic….  

You know we had an exhibit of all these different neighbourhoods of representation of 

each ward…so when you looked at that exhibit then you see the city you see the city 

maybe of what it could look like in 10 years or 20 years from now.  

Andrew Davies also mentioned that №.9 has “official partnerships with the Toronto 

District School Board and the Wentworth District School Board”, both of Ontario, Canada. 

Elizabeth Davies spoke of how they also teach in Chicago schools through the Chicago 

Architecture Foundation (Now renamed the Chicago Architecture Center). Andrew Davies 

explained that №.9 has plans to create “partnerships with school boards in Montreal, Winnipeg 

and Vancouver by 2020” and that №.9 has plans for international expansion, as there are 

interested parties in India, Africa, New Zealand and Australia who want to operate the IMSCity 

[IMSCommunity] program abroad. 
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Elizabeth Davies illustrated the inclusive nature of the №.9 IMSCity program by 

describing how the program is able to reach new immigrant students and by explaining how 

much she and her teaching partner, Barbara Lilker, enjoy teaching students of all ages  

and grades.  

Like we truly, like celebrate, like when, a child is a new immigrant or so and he has 

absolutely zero friends. And he sits in the way back and he’s not engaging and he hardly 

shows up to school. And when we go through this when we’re able to reach when I’m 

able to reach kids and they’re proud and the teacher comes to me and I said oh my god I 

did not know that you know, Mohammed was an incredible visual learner, has so much 

intelligence. She didn’t know, you know because and that’s what I love.  

Citing the above example, Elizabeth Davies claimed the №.9 IMSCity program has the 

capability of building bridges between students and teachers and students with their schools.  

 

Interview question 5. How would you describe your methodology or process in 

your work with various audiences or participants? 

Andrew Davies explained that the IMSCity program was designed around the model of a 

condensed architectural design Charrette, similar to what would be experienced in a design 

competition in an architectural school studio but as a short 4-day session, experiencing all of the 

design phases. He described this process in detail: 

So there’s this four day program and they do the neighbourhood walk and then 

they do brainstorming and they do urban planning issues and they [are] introduced to 

architecture… then they learn how to make a model and then they do a kind of sketch 
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model to free them up from the preconceptions [about] architecture, you know the square 

box with the pitched roof…that’s the only thing they’re not allowed to do (to draw).  

So, it is sort of like debunking the preconceptions and then they go on to exploring model 

making and the different materials. 

 Then they follow the design Charrette all the way to the end where they have a 

kind of finished scale model. Then they present it almost like a review…and we invite 

dignitaries…they could be on the school trustee committee or they could be architects.  

A lot of the time we try to invite a local Councillor that represents them. We give them an 

opportunity to talk about what they’re doing to build the sustainable city. The teachers 

and the parents sometimes come.  

 It’s been very effective [as an approach] because there’s an arc to it where they 

get kind of overwhelmed at the beginning and then they see the progress and because 

they’re working as a peer group there’s a lot of camaraderie in certain students that 

aren’t or haven’t been sort of recognized in the past as having any abilities really or have 

been disengaged, all of a sudden they kind of blossom because they’re using their hands. 

They might have good spatial understanding.  

 They become invested because they understand that it’s not necessarily something 

they’re going to get marked on as a kind of pass or failure. And they feel [that] in the end 

we want them to gain a voice and they get that voice through understanding how to 

represent their ideas. 

 So, when we take them into the neighbourhood and we say…. Look around what’s 

going, on what’s the problem? Then it really keeps them engaged, ...that’s the direct 

placemaking…. an involved community. You know we’re through the next iteration of this 
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project [and] the students will be presenting these drawings…and from those drawings 

the renderings will have prices and they’ll be walking around engaging in fundraising 

with the community and will be presenting the ideas at a forum to the rest of  

the community.  

It’s only going to happen if the community participates and supports their 

ideas…. That’s pretty great because it will really show the kids how difficult it is to 

actually make something happen. And you know part of succeeding and failure is part  

of the learning lesson. We don’t tell them like this is going to be necessarily guaranteed 

to happen but these are the steps that you have to take like every architect or designer.  

 

Interview question 6. Saylan and Blumstein, (2011) claim environmental 

education in its traditional format is failing. They suggest there is a need for methods  

that engage students in activities that:  include encouragement of imagination and  

open-minded experimentation; relate students directly to a place/space; involve 

community; can “directly affect the quality of student’s lives”; and that “have a clear and 

measurable impact on something the students care about” (p. 109). Do you feel that your 

approach meets some of or all of these criteria? Are there other methods that you could 

add or suggest that would be helpful in meeting the criteria? 

I introduced Andrew Davies to Saylan and Blumstein’s claim that environmental 

education programs should engage students in activities that include encouragement of 

imagination and open-minded experimentation; relate students directly to a place/space; involve 

the community, and can directly affect the quality of student’s lives. Andrew Davies agreed with 

these criteria for EE programs and commented further that: 
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…. Imagination is the very first start of the process and then comes creativity and then 

innovation after that. And then there’s a loop back on all of that. And I think imagination 

is one of those things that we kind of gloss over [and that] gets attributed to just the arts 

or something like that. It’s really, really, really important because it’s really what 

separates us and our ability to adapt to our environment and to think about to vision new 

ideas—new ways of living—and so that’s really important…. When we allow them to use 

their imagination and their creativity, they get super invested and so they’re learning 

because they’re engaged. 

 

Interview question 7. How important is participatory planning or cooperative 

design in your methodology? Do you feel this is something that should be incorporated to 

other disciplines such as environmental education/ urban environmental education and 

how effective do you think it might be? 

The Davies both described that the №.9 design Charrette process uses as a form of 

cooperative design [co-design] involving participatory planning in that all students 

involved are active in the design process, working together to create their projects. 

As Andrew Davies explained, “… they [the students] follow the design Charrette all the 

way to the end (of the project) …”. He further explained that architecture education encompasses 

all aspects of built environment education and environmental education. Both of the Davies 

claimed that education in design methods and urban planning needs to be integrated into school 

curricula and advocate for interdisciplinary curriculum integration. 
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Both Davies contended that №.9 should embody the integration of architectural design, 

urban planning, participatory design, participatory planning, sustainability education, EE,  

and urban EE in their education programs. Elizabeth Davies spoke about how imagination is 

very important in the IMSCity and so is the importance of environmental/sustainability education 

that begins from the onset of the first day of their 4-day program. She explained how the 

IMSCity/Community school program begins by incorporating this aspect: 

…we introduce ourselves and the title ‘imagining my sustainable city’. We talk about it 

from the start. (‘It’ being the environment.) What does it mean for a city? What do you 

think we’re going to teach here in this title? 

And then we’re [asking] what does imagination mean? What does sustainability 

mean? So just in the title of the course as we introduce ourselves before we go on the 

walk we begin talking about the environment. We begin talking about using our 

imaginations and we’re going to design a city. 

So, before we even start. We kind of set off, you know, and then we implant the 

language then we have the nine pillars [№.9’s nine pillars of sustainability]  

…that we introduce in a slide show after the neighbourhood walk. 

 So, we introduce it from day one. [‘It’ being the environment.]  

Andrew Davies claimed that in schools children are usually not taught nor are exposed to 

architectural and built environment education at a young age and that often it is not until they are 

much older that they learn that they can have an impact in creating their environments. He added 

that this knowledge can be developed through №.9’s educational programs and also explained 

that their programs show students possible careers in such fields. His view was that teaching 

children this knowledge is vital if we want to create sustainable cities. 
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Interview Question 8. Does your work and or projects translate into real tangible projects 

and or data that can be used for future projects? How important is it to you that participants 

create something tangible and real whether immediately or at a potential later time? 

Andrew Davies explained that he feels strongly that it is very important to use 

real-world situations in №.9’s education programs. His comments were clear indicators of 

a commitment to action projects. He further explained why he feels it’s important for 

students to be engaged in real-world situations:  

And …we always try and use as real-world situations as possible so if there’s a 

new transit system going in that neighbourhood. If somebody is knocking down an old 

building that’s heritage building. If there’s a new development going on…a big project 

on Waterfront Toronto which is a huge new development which is supposed to be the 

future sustainable city. So, they love that, the kids love that too because they’re smart and 

they’re wondering how all these abstract things that they’re learning apply to their lives.  

 

Elizabeth Davies confirmed that №.9’s IMSCity program’s designs are often 

implemented into real projects as mentioned by students who present their projects to their 

schools, communities and local governments. She explained that architects scale up selected 

students’ projects into real architectural working drawings. Elizabeth Davies added that №.9 

feels that it is very important that students are tasked with solving real issues in their 

communities that can come to fruition [and that] this empowers the students and informs them 

that they really can make changes in their city community and environment. She noted that: 

one part of this connectivity and feeling of ownership or empowerment was when the 

students present their final finished projects in groups at their schools to other peers, 
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teachers, parents, school trustee committees, local city councillors, and local architects, 

planners and when selected designs are translated into professional architectural 

working drawings for submission to municipal government to become a reality…  

this is when they really understand and feel that they can make a change in their  

city and community. 

 

Interview question 9. Would you like to see design and urban design taught as regular 

elements of school curricula? Would you see this as benefiting environmental education? 

Andrew Davies commented that №.9 had made specific efforts to try and get involved 

with curriculum in the public-school sector and they felt that urban design was particularly 

lacking at the elementary school level. He explained that he feels that: 

…architecture has that ability to integrate everything. You do the social, the economic, 

the environmental and then you’re also doing the different math, science, art, 

literature…even physical education because you have to do a site walk. So, we’re 

actually providing like some pretty progressive ways of learning for students because of 

peer-to-peer inquiry-based learning and then the sort of integration of subject matter and 

the fact that they are working with their hands. Then we bring in professionals from 

outside and when students present to their city councillor at the end of the project, they 

are becoming involved with governance and civic engagement. We think that our 

program is kind of augmenting the current system. 

Elizabeth Davies claimed that she felt that the IMSCity program is a model of how to 

teach interdisciplinary learning in schools. The IMSCity program incorporates and involves EE 
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throughout its program. Both Davies emphasized that design and urban design should be taught 

as regular elements of school curricula. 

Of note in the interview with Davies was his description of how №.9 integrates 

architectural and planning expertise into teaching in schools. As he explained №.9 has 

strategically aligned itself in creating “official partnerships with the Ontario Association of 

Architects (OAA) and with the Royal Architecture Institute of Canada (RAIC)” as volunteer 

educators in the IMSCity/Community”. He also explained that OAA and RAIC volunteers are 

given learning hours or learning unit credits through volunteering with the IMSCity/Community 

program in schools, with these annual credits being needed to keep their architectural licences in 

good standing. In architectural associations in Canada acquiring professional learning hours or 

units is standard practice for licensed and intern architects. This also benefits students because 

they have real experts in architecture and urban/rural planners as teachers. Elizabeth Davies also 

spoke about this and that as she is also one of the educators or teachers of the 

IMSCity/Community program in schools and has studied and practiced as an architect she feels 

that only architects should be delivering the program because they are trained in the design 

methods and design thinking techniques and can take students through the entire design and 

Charrette processes. 

№.9: Conclusion 

In conclusion, the best summary of №.9’s IMSCity program that I could locate was 

posted on their website by a nameless student, who wrote, “Participating in Imagining My 

Sustainable City changed my life by showing me that I can change where I live and that I can 

have an effect on the future” (№.9 The Culture of Sustainability, Mission, 2020). №.9 is unique 

in its ability to incorporate multiple topics into school curricula fusing architectural education 
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using art and design methodologies of design thinking and design Charrettes, coupled with its 

strong focus on sustainability and ecological literacy demonstrates its ability to teach 

environmental education through multiple disciplines. This mixture allows the program to teach 

and equip students with real tools and concepts such as understanding city and rural planning 

processes and architecture, and the sustainability of the built environment and ecological areas, 

while they learn skills in onsite analysis and physical model making and discover how to 

articulate their ideas and thoughts from paper and model formats and learn how to express them 

to their peers, teachers, parents, school officials, local governments and communities. These are 

real skills and tools that the IMSCity/Community program teaches to students. Through their 

experiences with the IMSCity/IMSCommunity program students will hopefully be better 

equipped to affect real changes in their lives and environments in the future and in the present. 

 

Figure 9. №.9’s IMSCity Teachers’ Guide (n.d.), [not available online], 
   by Julia L. Morlacci (2020).   
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Case Study 5: Play the City, Amsterdam, Netherlands  

Context and format of the review 

As noted at the beginning of this Chapter, I was not able to secure an interview with  

Dr. Ekim Tan, founder of Play the City. In particular I would have welcomed a chance to 

interview Tan because of her significant role in the development of Play the City and her 

published views of the general importance of gaming as an approach for developing and 

enhancing public participation, communication, and education on processes of city-making, 

urban/city planning, policy and design.  

Tan founded Play the City, in 2008 as a result of her PhD research on the use of games in 

collaborative planning (Dr. Ekim Tan; Play the City, 2020). This review of Play the City is based 

on generally available material collected from printed or online materials, academic papers, 

articles, and Internet websites. Being unable to conduct interviews with Play the City, I have 

restructured some of the interview questions as lenses through which I have reviewed Play the 

City’s methods.  

Description of Play the City 

Play the City is a multidisciplinary international team of five operating in Amsterdam, 

Netherlands (Play the City, About Us, 2020). The Play the City website, states that “Play the 

City is a global practice that supports public and private parties on large scale development 

projects through city gaming” (Play the City, About Us, 2020, para. 1).  

As well Play the City’s website states that they use: 

serious gaming as a problem-solving method, bringing top-down decision makers 

together with bottom-up stakeholders. In the accessible environment of games, 

free from professional jargon and complex planning processes, players are 

motivated to engage with a problem and with each other, facilitating collaborative 
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outcomes. We believe that gaming offers a real alternative to standard formats of 

civic engagement in the 21st century. (Play the City, Play the City, 2020, para. 2) 

Furthermore, their website claims that they are: 

Changing the way, we engage stakeholders, Play the City designs physical games as a 

method for collaborative decision-making. Since 2010, we have developed games for 

issues such as affordable housing, circular economy, migration, inner city transformation, 

urban expansion and participatory design. (Play the City, Projects, 2020, para. 1) 

Play the City, states “We believe that gaming offers a real alternative to standard formats of civic 

engagement in the 21st century” (Play the City, Play the City, 2020, para. 3). The Play the City 

website quotes “Matthew Lefevre, Director, New Cities Foundation” [stating] “Play the City is 

part of the Do It Yourself City. They don’t wait for governments or big companies to tell them 

what to do” (cited in Play the City, Play the City, 2020, para. 11). 

Play the City explains what games are able to do and how they can be used as tools:  

Games are able to model complex systems such as interactive platforms, where inputs 

and outputs become more tangible and more modifiable, particularly for non-expert 

players. They’re able to facilitate transparency regarding expert- and citizen-led strategies 

for securing the city, as well as to encourage knowledge sharing and citizen-action, 

creating a platform for players to steer local governance priorities. Whether this be 

collaborative decision-making with refugees or devising strategies for imagining 

combined visions for a town’s economic transition, co-design - and the environment 

needed for its emergence- is a central component in our games, as are the partnerships 

that result from this. (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 5) 
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Furthermore, Play the City also states that “Modern-day heterogeneous, dynamic, and 

large-scale systems require new and innovative methods of learning and decision-making” and 

Play the City claims their game methods are able to provide this (Play the City, City Games, 

2020, para. 6). An example of how dynamic Play the City’s games are is seen in their 

‘Conference Game’ discussed further later in this review. In regard to their ‘Conference Game’ 

the program states, “From Prague to the Hague, we’ve designed conference games that allow 

participants to step into the shoes of city mayors, policymakers, technologists and spatial 

designers, using role-play to establish transparency and shared narratives” (Play the City,  

City Games, 2020, para. 6). 

Play the City: Game Methods 

Play the City’s games are role-playing three-dimensional physical games that are played 

in person, face-to-face. Their games are tailor-made to each specific location with a site-specific 

physical map as their base, using interactive props such as movable small objects such as: 

models of buildings of various typologies, cards and play money reminiscent of the board game 

Monopoly™. As well as full scale size games, such as where the participants are the actual game 

pieces as demonstrated in their ‘Migration Game’ (Play the City, Projects, 2020; Tan, 2014;  

Play the City, Migration Game, 2020). Many descriptions and illustrations of Play the City’s 

games show this use of physical game pieces or props and direct participant engagement as  

seen in Place It! 

Play the City’s games are complex and involve what is known as serious gaming, 

participatory design, responsive design, systems thinking in its game methodology and the games 

are designed to solve real issues (Tan, 2017). Play the City has seven game themes; circulatory, 

affordable housing, smart citizen, social change, co-design, conference, and urban transformation 
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(Play the City, City Games, 2020). Play the City claims that new collaborative city making 

methods need to: 

§ Synthesize social, economic, environmental, cultural, and political dynamics  

shaping the city;  

§ Include a multiplicity of urban players to incorporate society in all its complexity; 

§ Allow for smooth, jargon-free trans-disciplinary work between diverse urban actors;  

§ Assess urban patterns and rules by applying the intelligence and experiences of real 

human players and; 

§ Reveal existing rules and observe their evolution, propose new rules, or generate others 

for particular urban situations in order to re-make the city. 

(Tan, 2017, pp. 8-9) 

Play the City’s games are a form of serious gaming that involves self-organization  

(Tan, 2010). Tan states that “Self-organisation is a process by which the internal organisation  

of a system, normally an open system, increases in complexity without being guided or managed 

by an outside source” and at some point, from the chaos order is reached (Tan, 2010, p. 91).  

Tan (2017) claims that “Play the City’s method starts with a real-world urban design challenge, 

complete with its personages, places, and unique challenges” (p. 74). 

Play the City claims: 

Genuine participation in the design and creation of place is the essential ingredient for 

successful environments. Our city-gaming method places this principle at the heart of  

our interaction design, generating a platform for players to engage with one another, 

exercise their collective imagination, and collaborate towards more inclusive solutions.  

(Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 5) 
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Poureau, (2018) states that communication is key to Play the City games allowing for real 

projects to be created and that their “…result is a process of empowerment, interaction and rising 

awareness between the many actors within a project. Their long-term influence on city-planning 

culture lies in the collaborative and hybrid strategy and practice” of Play the City (para. 12). 

Play the City’s games have been used around the world in small and large events.  

The results of these games have “been implemented for large-scale projects in Amsterdam, 

Istanbul, Brussels, Shenzhen, Dublin, Prague, and Cape Town” (Play the City, 2020, para. 3). 

Tan’s 2017 book, Play the City, Games Informing the Urban Development, explains the 7-step 

instructions for creating a site-specific game to re-invent or “remake the city” which are the same 

actual steps that the Play the City team follows (p. 9). The 7 steps are: “Define the Game 

Challenge; Engage Your Stakeholder Network; Identify Relevant Data; Identify Available 

Resources; Design Game Rules and Conditions Rules; Build the Game Interface; and Play and 

Record the Game Sessions” (p. 42). These seven steps have allowed Play the City group to create 

the current 7 ready-made games that can be tailored to fit any location and any topic or issue. 

The Play the City website first discusses their ‘Circularity Game’ which was created to 

deal with “large-scale phenomena such as climate change - and the related mitigating strategies 

needed at both an institutional and a household level” (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 1). 

The game involves the use of “innovation cards combined with roles enacted around a three-

dimensional area visualization with modular gaming blocks” (Play the City, City Games, 2020, 

para. 1). Play the City has developed circulatory games that have tested: 

Do It Yourself plans in the hands of citizens, and games that facilitate collaborative 

stakeholder innovation between governments, market parties, and citizens. They have 

also designed games that tackle circularity at the scale of the metropolis through 
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enhancing circular-literacy, as well as at the scale of a single district, bringing residents 

and business owners together to collaboratively manage their district’s resources.  

(Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 1) 

The second example is the ‘Affordable Housing Game’ that allows for “a promising 

working method both for understanding the contextual specificities [of housing issues] in each 

city, and for testing the transfer of policies from one city to another” (Play the City, City Games, 

2020, para. 2). This game: 

is a tabletop game supported with policy cards stemming from successful policies 

worldwide. Other game props include good housing practices in the form of 3D printed 

props. After developing the generic affordable housing game, we have been adapting it 

for Dublin, Amsterdam, and Bordeaux, each game customized with local data, and more 

cities joining soon. (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 2) 

A third game is the ‘Smart Citizen Game’, which has been under development by Play 

the City staff since 2013 and involves “conducted research on ‘Digital Tools for Smart Citizens’ 

and mapped online tools for managing cities” (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 3).  

At present in 2020 the Play the City staff  “are working on a new game format that sources data 

from online platforms as well as from stories of communities that may not be represented on 

these platforms due to their limited access to digital data infrastructures” (Play the City, City 

Games, 2020, para. 3). In regard to this game, Play the City, states “We believe games have a 

large potential to generate and interpret citizen data” (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 3). 

A fourth game is the ‘Social Change Game’: 

…described as a multi-player table-top game combined with challenge cards and 3D 

printed props. We’ve tailored this format to a range of social challenges that 21st century 
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cities face. From highlighting pathways to employment and social mobility, to building 

social capital and tackling loneliness through big data, and from increasing militarization 

in the urban space to developing spatial strategies for mass-migration. Explore our social 

change games for more detailed information. (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 4). 

The fifth game is the ‘Co-Design Game’ which includes “both policy and urban design 

practices, from an urban vision crafted by local citizens and developers in collaboration with city 

officials, to creative enterprises claiming and constructing their internal workspaces effectively” 

(Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 5). These ‘Co-Design Games’ have brought  

“citizens together with decision-makers, which place strategies for achieving decentralized  

urban transformation in the hands of citizens” (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 5). 

A sixth game is the ‘Conference Game’, which has been and is used “to interactively 

engage participants on the conference theme, for professional networking which gives 

participants meaningful reasons to connect, or for generating transparency and collaborative 

partnerships among people from diverse professional backgrounds” (Play the City, City Games, 

2020, para. 6). The ‘Conference Games’ “can be played by up to 600 players and typically 

revolve around a generic city with role cards and an interactive digital keynote presentation” 

(Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 6). The games “range from facilitating collaborative 

policy and design strategies for accommodating incoming refugees in a ‘mid-size European city’ 

to fostering collaborative decision making in security for more resilient, secure, and dependable 

networked systems” (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 6). 

The ‘Urban Transformation Game’ is a seventh example, which focuses on the transition 

and transformation of cities and incorporates “collaborative decision-making by multiple players 

with conflicting interests” (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 7). It uses “role-playing while 
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gathering around a three-dimensional map and modular gaming block” (Play the City, City 

Games, 2020, para. 7). Play the City has “tailored this game into cases exploring re-activating 

master-plans on hold for brown-field sites, comparing two countries’ planning regimes, testing 

temporary use of public spaces, and building trust amongst conflicting stakeholder interests to 

encourage formal investments” (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 7). 

In regard to all of these seven game styles of Play the City, they state they, “can localize 

[these] following existing games or create a new game for your city's burning questions”  

(Play the City, City Games, 2020). Play the City is often hired to develop a game to help address 

particular issues such as housing affordability or flood mitigation, as well as on the topics of 

urban design and city redevelopment. The interesting aspect of Play the City’s games is that they 

are still physical games and must be played in person having a face-to-face interaction that force 

players to collaborate and communicate together to create solutions. Play the City games are not 

meant to be ‘won’ but are to create real solutions to real issues and or to educate people as seen 

in the roleplaying Migration Game where the players are the game pieces (Play the City, 

Migration Game, 2020). The games also sometimes fail and therefore no solution is reached. 
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Play the City: Activities, projects, and clients 

The following is a sample of some of projects conducted by Play the City over the past 

decade. It should be noted that these projects are designed to address specific issues and 

challenges brought forward by clients, who represent a range of organizations or fields of interest 

such as local communities, governments, developers and universities for example.  

An example of one of Play the City’s games is “Circular Amsterdam. A role-playing 

game designed for local entrepreneurs and citizens to gain knowledge on circular urban 

development and link it to their daily business” in regard to the potential development of a  

bio-refinery (Play the City, Circular Amsterdam, 2020, para. 1). This game took place in 2016 

with 40 players” (Play the City, Circular Amsterdam, 2020). 

Play Cape Town or ‘Play Khayelitsha’ is a third example that took place in 2014. It was 

“a 'negotiation game' designed to help transform the centre of South Africa's second-largest 

township, a neighbourhood in acute need of development” (Play the City, Play Cape Town 2014, 

2020, para. 1-2). This game was played with 120 stakeholders ranging from government 

planning staff to local market merchants. 

In 2013 Play the City created the game “Play Brussels: Public Space around City 

Junction [which] “is a is a negotiation and design game played to help policy makers get in touch 

with engaged local stakeholders around Porte de Ninove” (Play the City, Play Brussels, 2020, 

para. 1). It involved: “Over 40 local players in a week-long game session” (Play the City, Play 

Brussels, 2020, para. 1). 

Another example is “Play Oosterwold: City Games simulate DIY New Town [which] is a 

behaviour simulation game built to test design and finance rules of a Do-It-Yourself Master Plan 

in Almere, the Netherlands” (Play the City, Play Oosterwold, 2020, para. 1). This involved 
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“Over 1000 players a mix of real stakeholders, professionals as well as students” beginning in 

2012 and still continuing to this day (Play the City, Play Oosterwold, 2020, para. 1).  

Another project of Play the City’s is the “Smart Citizens: Digital Urbanism: Digital City 

Tools Database” (Play the City, Digital Urbanism: Digital Tools Database 2020, para. 1).  

This database is the umbrella title for a multitude of international online urban platforms and 

cellular applications, under the categories of “Government, Environment, Mobility, Government, 

Economy, Living and People” (Play the City, Digital Urbanism: Digital Tools Database 2020). 

The Digital Cities Tools database gives people online tools that enable them to have a say 

in how their cities develop (Play the City, Digital Urbanism: Digital Tools Database 2020).  

Play the City states “These city platforms promise to provide you a more transparent governance, 

a greener future, more efficient mobility, better connected citizens or higher living quality”  

(Play the City, Digital Urbanism: Digital Tools Database 2020, para. 1). 

Given the nature of this thesis research I have expanded on the category of 

“Environment” and have found that this link leads to a webpage of its own titled “Will data save 

Nature? Tools for the Environment” which lists 20 international applications in this category 

from climate change, urban gardens, water saving measures, and more (Play the City, Will data 

save Nature? Tools for the Environment, 2020). 

Play the City and Games for Cities 

Play the City is also one of the founders of Games for Cities, “an ongoing public 

research- and event-programme that explores the role of gaming for complex urban issues”  

(Play the City, Games for Cities, 2020, para. 2). Games for Cities has engaged over 1,000 

participants around the world since 2017 and continues in 2020 (Play the City, Games for Cities, 

2020). Its program has produced three tangible products. 
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1. A guidebook for policy makers and regulators to employ city gaming in their daily work. 

2. Activation and growth of the City Gaming community through public events and an 

online network. 

3. A comprehensive City Gaming database on the Games for Cities website. 

(Play the City, Games for Cities, 2020, para. 2-3) 

Play the City’s description of Games for Cities states that new ways or formats are needed  

in city planning. 

The challenges of 21st century city-making require innovative methods that incorporate 

the complexity of today’s rapidly urbanising world. Traditional ways of urban planning 

and design — top-down and singlehanded — are already making way for a practice of 

city-making deeply rooted in the collective experience, creativity, and intelligence of 

growing and increasingly diverse groups of people. This will be crucial in building 

sustainable urban futures. (Play the City, Games for Cities, 2020, para. 1) 

The description continues:  

Gaming carries unexplored potentials for city-making. When inserted carefully into    

urban processes, games significantly improve the practice of conventional urban     

design by, for example, supporting collaborative decision-making and design, extracting 

and visualising comprehensible meaning from big data, and contributing to conflict 

resolution. However, the field of City-Gaming is relatively new and there is an urgent 

need for building an integrated community, developing a common language, and 

supporting newcomers. (Play the City, Games for Cities, 2020, para. 2) 

 



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

168	

Play the City: Game development and the future 

The Play the City website makes clear statements about the organization’s philosophy 

and goals as applied in their game development and activation approach stating: 

Genuine participation in the design and creation of place is the essential ingredient for 

successful environments. Our city-gaming method places this principle at the heart of our 

interaction design, generating a platform for players to engage with one another, exercise 

their collective imagination, and collaborate towards more inclusive.  

(Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 5) 

As well, Play the City states, “We’ve designed games that bring citizens together with  

decision-makers, which place strategies for achieving decentralized urban transformation in  

the hands of citizens” (Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 5). 

Tan writes that the new potentiality is the possibility that specifically tailored games 

could become “A connected and layered set of city-games [that] could drive exponential increases 

to creativity and collective solution-making” (Tan, 2019, para. 5). She further states:  

I believe there is high potential in future attempts that try build a circular system of games 

where players and their decisions in one game can serve as inputs to another game, 

increasing the complexity of each game (and its topic of inquiry) as inputs become more 

nuanced. [brackets in original] (Tan, 2019, para. 5) 

Tan explains that the international games of Games for Cities show that:  

The challenges that these games cover overlap greatly with the questions of urban 

planning departments in government. This includes delivering affordable housing, 

providing quality public spaces, preventing water scarcities and floods, developing ports 

sustainably, maintaining urban safeties, adapting to a circular economy, mitigating climate 

change, and accommodating increased migration flows. (Tan, 2019, para. 4) 
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She also states: 

city-game subject matters…all require a combination of multiple expert and tacit 

knowledge to tackle them, and all concern a highly diverse set of stakeholders with their 

effective communication and cooperation needed for successful outcomes to emerge. 

While capable of distilling and interpreting knowledge from all involved players, the 

expertise involved will be able to carry proposals forward, transforming collective ideas 

into tailored solutions. (Tan, 2019, para. 4) 

Tan also describes some of the new directions that games are taking in combining  

high-tech with games that use physical objects and interactions in real time and space: 

While analog 3D environments, modeled with game blocks on real urban geographies, 

help players to interact face-to-face and negotiate on solutions, 3D scanners and software 

tailored to urban simulations read the color and height information from physical model 

units that carry information about land use, square meter price, density, parking, and  

so on. (Tan, 2019, para. 5) 

The use of games as described by Tan, and in Play the City and Games for Cities presents 

seemingly endless possibilities by being able to incorporate real-time data. 

Play the City: Review and focal points 

As noted, previously, my comments and discussion of Play the City are not based on 

direct interviews. However, some of the topics that shaped the interviews with the founders of 

the other four reviewed programs of this thesis have also informed my review of the various 

materials that have been published by and about Play the City. It is important to note that the 

review presented here is not intended to simulate interviews with persons involved with Play  

the City and neither to create hypothetical interview conversation. 
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 Review Topic 1. Does Play the City include both the natural and built in its conceptions 

or representations of the human environment, especially in the game formats? Further, what do 

the materials produced by and published about Play the City indicate about the views of the 

program in regard to relationships between the human and natural environments? 

Environmental themes or issues run through many of Play the City’s games  

(Play the City, City Games, 2020). Play the City does tailor games to environmental issues as 

explicitly identified by Play the City and are intrinsically interwoven in many of Play the City’s 

games as well as on the topic of ‘climate adaption’ or change for example (Play the City, City  

Gaming, 2020). 

Tan’s 2017, book, Play the City, Games Informing the Urban Development, states that 

“new collaborative city making methods need to: synthesize social, economic, environmental, 

cultural, and political dynamics shaping the city” (p. 8). The book also notes that Play the City’s 

games use the language of ‘natural resources’ in referencing nature in game design, stating that 

“Natural resources are mainly common goods, such as forests, lakes, rivers, rainwater, wind, sun 

and so forth” (p. 81). She continues with: 

Depending on your challenge, the natural resources you choose to include [in your game 

will] impact your game system directly. For example, concerning renewable energy 

sources, you might build into your game system an average of sunny hours per year,  

or average wind speed and direction. Such as: solar energy, rainwater, and forests. (p. 81) 
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One could argue that this is a methodical and pragmatic style of approaching nature, 

however this is how Play the City is able to incorporate environmental issues in their game 

designs. Play the City’s games are created to resolve issues by arriving at solutions through  

game play thus nature is incorporated into their game designs when required.  

Furthermore, an entry on the Play the City Facebook® page clearly recognizes the critical 

role performed by natural systems in reaching current targets for sustainability in addressing 

climate change, stating, "If the UK concentrates its food production on the most fertile parts and 

returns the rest to nature, it can meet the Paris targets without having to adjust its energy 

portfolio” (Play the City, Facebook status update, 2020). The entry further addresses some of the 

challenges involved in addressing climate change issues in game play: 

In one of the Climate Game sessions, we challenged our players, experts from the city's 

climate neutral program, to make decisions that benefit both the energy transition and 

biodiversity. It wasn't really easy. Making the link between the two developments requires 

deeper thinking and a conscious policy agenda.  

(Play the City, Facebook status update, 2020) 

 Poureau (2018) states that as participants engage in Play the City’s games it’s on their 

own accord that they may find themselves discussing nature. She claims that: “The results of the 

Almere project [game] were promising. Not only did participants design a new settlement, but 

they also spontaneously created a narrative about centrality, connections to nature, mixed use, 

urban agriculture, transport and so on” (Poureau, 2018, para. 3). 

It is difficult to make a generalization about whether Play the City, as a program, has a 

clear position about the balance between the natural and built environments as each gaming 

session or game event is shaped by a specific topic or issue, the physical location that the game is 
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based on, and the very nature of the players who are involved. As Poureau (2018) demonstrates it 

would seem that by Play the City’s own game design methods that participants are able to form 

their own connections to nature in regard to a specific site or location through the act of playing 

Play the City’s games. 

Review Topic 2. What is the orientation of Play the City toward educating children,  

youth and adults to understand relationships between the built and natural worlds?  

 This topic addresses the question of whether Play the City, as published and described, 

reflects an orientation towards teaching and educating children, youth and adults to care about 

the natural world and to see connections between nature, natural systems and urban/built 

environments and communities? It is very difficult to describe Play the City as an educational 

program in a conventional sense. It seems that Play the City does educate participants on a wide 

variety of topics through its game play however it is not clearly stated whether its orientation is 

to teach participants to care about the natural world and to see connections between nature, 

natural systems and urban/built environments and communities. 

I did find that connections between nature and natural systems and the urban/built 

environment and communities are most evident in Tan’s description of mapping stakeholders 

involved in Play the City’s game designs that involved stakeholders of all types including 

“individual and organizational; and representatives for nature and future generations”  

(Tan, 2017, p. 53). Tan (2017) gives an example of this, stating: 

considerations for developing affordable housing in a particular site might bring  

various housing companies, local governments and NGO’s into the game. Now imagine 

that the soil is polluted and environmental engineers propose utilizing ‘clean-tech’ urban 
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development. Under such a scenario, you may find that more experts enter the process 

than expected. (pp. 74-75) 

 
Tan’s description shows the intricate interdisciplinary connections of systems within 

systems and demonstrates what Play the City’s games can offer for environmental issues and 

solutions. Other examples are found in the Play Brussels game where participants designed 

interventions for vacant lots in Berlin where they came up with real actions for the lots such as 

building “windows onto hidden nature”, literally creating windows from washing machine doors 

to view the inaccessible urban wilderness area (Play the City, Play Brussels, 2020, para. 9). 

It has also been described as “an innovative urban planning and design method built on 

the tradition of serious gaming [which] helps you build communities, co-design with 

stakeholders, develop tools for digital urbanism and create strategies for urban transformation 

self-organizing development and temporary use” (Urban Knowledge, 2014, para. 1). Tan states: 

It does not mean that the game should offer only the one ‘right way’ to plan. There can be 

many good solutions when hearing from diverse stakeholders. The game rather creates 

unexpected partnerships and relationships and helps build mutual trust. And first of all, 

the game helps to understand that the right solution starts with good communication. 

(reSITE, 2016) 

Some instances of using the Play the City game approach have involved very large 

numbers of participants. For example, in 2016 reSITE, a global non-profit organization engaged 

Play the City to organize a massive game board with around 800 conference participants in a 

collaborative city planning game held in Prague (reSITE, 2016). The focus of this giant board 

game was described as having participants try out different professional roles while planning a 

city (reSITE, 2016). 
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Play the City game designers believe “…that gaming offers a real alternative to standard 

formats of civic engagement in the 21st century (Play the City, Play the City Serious Gaming for 

Smart and Social Cities, 2020, para. 3). In a 2017 interview and panel discussion Tan discussed 

how Play the City is going to be utilized as an educational tool for university students and 

students much younger, in grade schools (Pakhuis de Zwijger, 2017). Tan also has claimed that 

Play the City is looking at further integrating its gaming methods directly into university 

education (Pakhuis de Zwijger, 2017, Ekim Tan Panel Discussion; Tan, 2017).  

On February 13, 2018, Play the City posted a Facebook® status update showing photos 

of children playing the Play the City game and stated that Play the City is now taking steps to 

build a “children’s version of Play the City method” (Play the City, Facebook status update, 

2018). The Facebook® status update commented on the children playing the adult version of the 

game; “As our team is gearing towards building a children’s version of Play the City, it is 

inspiring to see how with smart tweaks children play already well with games built for ‘adults’!” 

(Play the City, Facebook status update, and 2018). Thus far at this time this was the only 

information available on this topic. I speculate that in the future, it could possibly be 

implemented into primary and secondary school curricula just as Play the City plans to 

implement the adult game version into university education. Play the City states that through 

their gaming methods they are: 

able to facilitate transparency regarding expert- and citizen-led strategies for securing the 

city, as well as to encourage knowledge sharing and citizen-action, creating a platform 

for players to steer local governance priorities. Whether this be collaborative decision-

making with refugees, or devising strategies for imagining combined visions for a town’s 
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economic transition, co-design - and the environment needed for its emergence- is a 

central component in our games, as are the partnerships that result from this. 

(Play the City, City Games, 2020, para. 5) 

Although I did not find that Play the City outright is directly focused toward educating 

children, youth and adults to understand relationships between the built and natural worlds, I did 

find that Play the City has an interest in developing programs for children and is continuing their 

involvement with university students. Thus, I would conclude that it is likely that Play the City’s 

gaming methods that includes both the built environment and natural world elements and 

environmental topics, such as climate change or climate adaption will be a part of these methods 

with children and university students as well. 

 

 Review Topic 3. What is the Play the City stance about the role of citizens in the design 

and development of cities?  

As noted above in quotes taken from the Play the City website, the program has a clear 

orientation towards actively involving citizens in the decisions that affect the quality of  

their lives. Play the City is a good fit for this thesis in that the other four case studies reviewed all 

show clear and strong commitments to giving citizens voices in how decisions are made in the 

development and operation of the places where they live, especially cities or urban places.  

For Play the City the act of gaming or game playing as a serious exercise brings city 

planning or city making into a less intimidating format and allows for players of all parts of 

society to engage in processes that they might otherwise have avoided or felt that they had no 

influence over (Tan, 2017; Play the City, 2020). 
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Review Topic 4. What knowledge, skills and attitudes are claimed to be developed 

through the structures and experiences as seen in Play the City games? 

While the contexts and issues that are incorporated in Play the City games will 

vary according to the locality of the situated games, Play the City has claimed to support 

a number of important learning outcomes including communication, engagement, 

collaboration, decision-making and problem solving. Play the City games also claimed to 

foster dialogue among players, an outcome of particular importance in supporting 

effective communications among people from diverse backgrounds and cultural 

experiences and different perspectives on the issues represented in the game world: 

A main challenge in the multidisciplinary process is about making all the actors 

join the debate. Play the City is thus primarily a tool for dialogue….  

In other words, the game is not designed for a neutral discussion but as a way to 

explain and then test the principles of project with the stakeholders. It is a tool, 

which embodies the values of the project, and seeks efficient communication to 

enrich its proposal. (Camille Poureau, Play the City, 2018) 

 

Review Topic 5. Are the game programs offered by Play the City inclusive in 

terms of age, gender, economic levels, community structures and cultural differences?  

This question addressed the extent to which Play the City games are inclusive and enable 

or support participation by diverse players and foster engagement by cities and communities that 

are culturally, socially and economically diverse? Play the City’s games have been played with 

people of all cultures and backgrounds and from various social standings and economic 

backgrounds and demographics from children, youth, university students, market sellers and 
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government staff and officials in many countries (Play the City, Projects, 2020). The game 

examples illustrated on the Play the City website show mainly adults. However, games for 

children are in the process of development and in February 2018 a trial run took place in 

Overecht, Utrecht, Netherlands with the children playing an adult version of the game  

(Play the City, Facebook status update, 2018).  

As mentioned previously, Play the City home page explains how they use gaming with 

all stakeholders to solve problems in a simplified format through collaboration of participants 

(Play the City, Play the City, 2020). These top and bottom level players represent various levels 

of expertise and backgrounds such as: municipal government leaders and staff; private sector 

stakeholders such as developers; professionals such as architects and planners; university 

students; civic organizations; various institutions; and local citizens of all demographics  

(Tan, 2017). Play the City’s game methodology states that, “new collaborative city making 

methods need to include a multiplicity of urban players to incorporate society in all its 

complexity” (Tan, 2017, pp. 8-9). 

Given the information found about Play the City’s design for inclusivity and diversity of 

participants in its games, I can conclude that Play the City seems to embrace incorporating 

diversity and inclusivity by the very nature of its game designs. 

 

Review Topic 6. What is Play the City’s methodology for developing City Games? 

As mentioned, Play the City’s games are based on the methodology of urban gaming, serious 

gaming, pervasive gaming, city gaming, systems thinking, participatory planning and responsive 

design and others (Tan, 2014; Tan, 2017). As mentioned, each game is directly tailored to a 

specific site location with a real GIS map as its base and in practice is similar to the Monopoly™ 
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board game. The games are played over a series of days or even for only one day. Play the City 

designs physical games as a method for collaborative decision-making. Since 2010, they have 

developed games for issues such as affordable housing, circular economy, migration, inner city 

transformation, urban expansion and participatory design (Play the City, Projects, 2020, para. 1).  

The roots of Play the City are the “SIRN City Games “created in 1996 (Tan & Portugali, 

2012, p. 378). As well as Buckminster Fuller’s 1967 World Game and co-author Christopher 

Alexander’s A Pattern Language, 1977 and Christopher Alexander’s city game description in  

A New Theory of Urban Design, 1987 (Tan & Portugali, 2012). 

Review Topic 7. Have Play the City’s gaming approaches and methods been translated 

into real tangible projects and or generated data that can be used for future projects? 

Tan has stated “most games are based on challenges that exist or could exist in real life” 

(Tan, 2017, p. 74). Furthermore, she stated: “Play the City’s method starts with a real-world 

urban design challenge, complete with its personages, places, and unique challenges”  

(Tan, 2017, p. 74). The Play the City website states: “Our method has been acknowledged 

internationally and has been implemented for large-scale projects in Amsterdam, Istanbul, 

Brussels, Shenzhen, Dublin, Bordeaux, and Cape Town” (Play the City, Play the City, 2020, 

para. 3). Many projects such as ‘Play Brussels’ and ‘Play Oosterwold’, have been realized in 

which players had to implement the game outcome immediately after 3 days of playing the game 

(Play the City, 2020, Play Brussels; Tan, 2016, p. 281). 

 Play the City’s games tackle real issues and allow the players to design solutions.  

Often the game results are realized but there are times when times the games do fail. It is 

important to note that Play the City games are intended to address actual situations,  

experienced by real people in real cities, towns, or neighbourhoods (Tan, 2017, p. 366). 
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 Play the City’s focus on real issues happening in real places and settings is very similar to 

the strong views of the other programs described in this thesis. In those examples the program 

developers and founders were of the strong opinion that students, in particular, should not be 

asked to participate in projects for only tokenistic reasons but rather students should participate 

in projects based on real issues and real topics to become realized or built. 

While Play the City game designs may foster playful approaches and attitudes it does not 

shy away from developing projects in areas with very serious problems and extremely difficult 

conditions, conditions that are often politically charged as seen in their games played in refugee 

camps and in places like South Africa for example. 

Play the City: Conclusion 

As a program Play the City embodies the view that the medium of serious gaming is one 

of the best ways for city making to take place. Tan states that the knowledge of serious games is 

not just for “city officials or experts in city making like architects and planners, but anyone who 

feels interested and responsible for their living environments” (Tan, 2017, [back cover]).  

Tan expands this view stating: 

We, the experts working for the city, need to adapt our methods to fit a new generation of 

policymakers and city makers that are born into a world that not only contains, but is 

reshaped by, the likes of Minecraft™, Pokémon Go, and Foursquare on a daily basis. 

Interactive maps, mixed realities, 3D environments, and multiplayer settings are the  

new mediums through which an entire generation perceives the urban world. Imagine a 

future where cities are modeled, tested, designed, and reshaped through interactive, 

collaborative games. At Play the City, we are working towards creating this future.  

(Tan, 2017, [back cover]) 
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I would argue that given Play the City’s global reach and their development and conduct 

of serious games with children, youth, university students, adults and elderly, the public, market 

venders, governments, politicians and other institutions that Play the City is at the forefront of 

serious gaming and city planning. Although it seems that their games for children are still being 

developed, they have demonstrated that children can still play using adult versions of their 

games. As well the use of Play the City games for university students is well established. The use 

of serious games as a vehicle for city planning and public involvement will most likely continue 

to grow as the public demand for new ways of conducting city and rural and community 

planning and policy development continues to expand.  

An interesting aspect of Play the City’s games is that they are still physical games and 

must be played in person with real people having actual direct face-to-face interactions in which 

players must engage and collaborate directly about issues in seeking solutions. As well as that 

the games are based on site or location specific maps as their game board. Tan notes that the 

games don’t always create solutions, and sometimes the game processes do fail. Play the City’s 

games are not meant to be ‘won’ but are to seek possible solutions to real issues and educate 

people on various viewpoints of an issue. As seen in the roleplaying Migration Game the players 

are actually the game pieces (Play the City, Migration Game, 2020). 
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Figure 10. Play the City Games Informing the Urban Development book at  
      La Boutique Librairie en ligne du Centre Pompidou, Paris,  
      by Julia L. Morlacci (2018). 

 

Chapter 4’s case study interviews and reviews show a broad range of methods and styles 

in built environment education and urban environmental education engagement from the 

interactive engagement methods of Place It!; the Co-Designers co-design methods; the mixed 

methodologies of arki_lab’s with their school curricula and citizen engagement in architecture 

and design; to №.9’s architecture curricula programs and Play the City’s serious games. In the 

following chapter these findings of Chapter 4 are discussed in detail and framed around the five 

research questions of this thesis study. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusions and Recommendations 

Research Questions 

General overarching research question  

This thesis sought to address the following general overarching research question: 

Have programs of curriculum and instruction been developed by the practitioners of this study to 

support urban environmental education and foster appreciation and understandings of the 

relationships between built and natural environments? Do these curricula differ in their goals, 

assumptions, and practices? 

In response to this question I found that the five program examples chosen for the thesis 

research all included significant components of urban environmental education within their built 

environmental education (BEE) methodologies, whether the inclusion was stated as an explicit 

goal or not. For example, in the case of Place It!, Rojas stated that he only teaches city planning 

and not environmental education (EE) although participants in his programs may arrive at their 

own understandings of the natural world or nature and their connections to it though the 

interactive workshop components of Place It! As well, Play the City also appears to have these 

sentiments arise naturally with participants discussing nature on their own (Poureau, 2018).  

In the cases of the Co-Designers and the №9’s IMSCity/Community program, they 

directly state that their programs involve or embody environmental education. In their programs 

the Co-Designers fuse ecological education with consideration of architecture. In their thanks to 

Architecture Canada and the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada for awards received by their 

Co-Design program, they state, “We are very grateful to Architecture Canada, the Royal 

Architectural Institute of Canada, BC Chapter, for acknowledging the work of              
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“promoting architecture as ecological education so youth can respond creatively to ecological 

challenges” [emphasis in original] (The Social Art of Architecture for Youth In BC, 2011,  

para. 1). In the case of №9, both Davies describe their education mission as a fusion of 

ecological literacy and arts education (№9, 2020). The Co-Designers and №9 both view the 

natural and built worlds as inseparable and have deeply integrated built environment education 

and environmental education into their program structures. 

In describing the arki_lab program, Frisk saw environmental education and sustainability 

as “just common sense” and as being taught in a manner very similar to №9’s programs by 

incorporating both EE and sustainability while matching their programs with direct school 

curricula, an approach that allows both arki_lab and №9 to work actively with schools to cover a 

wide range of curriculum topics. This unified approach also reflects the fact that as Netherlands 

and Denmark are culturally well advanced in their collective understandings of environment and 

sustainability, a separation of environmental education from built environment education would 

seem out of context. 

In the Play the City program, Tan has included sustainability and environmental issues in 

its organization of serious games. This is similar to the programs of the Co-Designers, arki_lab 

and №9 in that environmental education is not taught as a separate or unique component of their 

programs and rather runs throughout Play the City’s programs and is built-in to the program 

structures. Poureau (2018) described Play the City’s games as allowing participants to be able to 

share their own connections with nature and to nature at a specific site or location while playing 

their games. Note that Play the City’s games incorporate site specific sustainability and 

environmental issues just as arki_lab does in their methods. 
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In his Place It! approach Rojas’ claims that teachers or educators often do not need to 

point directly to a connection a person may have with nature because that knowledge is already 

inherent within participants, including students. As a result, he believes that through the 

interactive method processes of Place It! participants will make these connections through their 

own exploratory learning while participating. 

An important aspect of program design is seen in the styles or types of tools employed by 

the studied cases. In the Co-Designers method, art is used in the form of drawings or graphics 

while Place It! employs model building with small colourful objects. Both №9 and arki_lab use 

combinations of drawing and building small physical models, while arki_lab programs even 

sometimes entail using crates to construct large full-size models. 

Both arki_lab’s arki_nopoly game and Play the City’s games involve the use of real 

tangible physical objects and must typically be played in person rather than through remote 

online environments. However, in the case of arki_lab arki_nopoly has also been developed in a 

digital game format. Both Play the City and arki_lab claim that their games are similar to or are 

based on the well-known Monopoly™ board game. For both programs the games, in whichever 

formats they are implemented are employed as means to foster engagement, learning, 

communication and collaboration among participants and are directed at addressing real local 

issues in regards to the environment and sustainability. Play the City’s game board is that of a 

site-specific map which makes it unique and extremely place-based. A key aspect of both 

organizations’ gaming methods is that they need to be played in person in groups and that they 

are not competition games, rather participants must work together to create solutions. 

Where the five programs differ is in their views about and styles for engaging 

participants. In Place It! Rojas claims that drawing is not the best way to engage people because 
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many people feel intimidated by drawing; he feels that the best way to engage people is through 

play with familiar everyday household objects because most people played as children so it’s a 

comfortable and less intimidating activity. However, in contrast, the Co-Designers believe that 

building models is not the best way to engage people because to them models represent a  

bird’s-eye view rather than fostering considerations at human scale. However, the interactive 

models of Place It! with household objects can be viewed both from above and from the side and 

at human scale if participants place themselves within the model in their mind’s eye depending 

on the view or angle. However, these different perspectives are resolved in the programs of №9 

and arki_lab, which provide examples of drawing, graphics and model making working together. 

Of all the cases reviewed here, the programs of arki_lab include the most diverse range of 

methods and tools and embrace physical model making, building and drawing, serious gaming 

and digital formats.  

All of the reviewed cases educational methods or programs were action-and-solutions 

focussed rather than treating participants as passive audiences. Further, the selected programs 

were not exclusively oriented at the recognition of problems. Instead, emphasis was placed on 

the creating of solutions and action projects. The majority of the case study interviewees spoke 

about how their programs were intended to support the design of real projects that could actually 

be built and were not just based on theoretical or hypothetical examples. Although Rojas 

mentioned that he often approaches Place It! as offering exercises and hypothetical situations for 

educational purposes, his programs at times also produce and contribute the construction of  

real-world projects. An important factor raised by the Co-Designers, №9 and arki_lab was that 

their programs should not be tokenistic exercises and must be reality-based with participants’ 
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opinions and ideas being seen as having serious possibilities. Rojas also spoke about the crucial 

importance of taking participants’ inputs seriously. 

In response to the general research question, I found that the five programs incorporated 

examples of curriculum and instructional approaches that were designed to foster appreciation 

for the relationships between built and natural environments. However, although the five 

programs differed in their particular instructional tactics and use of materials, they shared 

common beliefs in the active involvement of participants, in the importance of having 

participants address and implement real and practical solutions to environmental problems,  

and in exploiting opportunities to foster sustainable approaches and technologies.  

Research sub-questions 

This thesis also addressed four sub-questions. The following sections of this Chapter  

are framed by the responses to the sub-questions as developed by the thesis research. 

Sub-question 1 

How has the built environment and urban places been addressed in the historical 

development and definition of environmental education? What is the current status of  

education about urban environments within current proposals about the nature and directions  

of environmental education? 

Sub-question 1 was largely addressed in Chapter 2, the Literature Review, which found 

that the built environment was clearly included in the definition and scope of environmental 

education as proposed by the 1975 UNESCO-UNEP Belgrade Charter and the 1977 Tbilisi 

Declaration (UNESCO & UNEP, 1975; UNESCO & UNEP, 1978). Hungerford, Peyton and 

Wilke (1980), who are generally considered to be pioneering developers of EE curricula, 

included the urban-city environment or built environment in their descriptions of approaches to 
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environmental education. Further, Hungerford et al. (1980) also claimed that students should 

develop socio-political knowledge and develop understanding of the ecological interdependence 

of economic, social, political factors in both urban and rural areas. The authors claimed that 

students should develop the cognitive skills needed to be able to think creatively and 

constructively, learn systems thinking, and contemplate the future through planning. 

Furthermore, they proposed that students should learn to become responsible citizens by 

engaging in solving environmental dilemmas. These documents show that at least some of the 

pioneering authors recognized the importance of the built environment in their general 

definitions of environmental education and in the learning experiences that they proposed. 

Where EE as a discipline is heading in the future is highly debateable and the position of 

built environments within the overall EE field is problematic. In my research for this thesis,  

I have found that the field or practice of Built Environment Education (BEE) incorporates 

environmental education in general and does not view BEE as distinctly separate as a field.  

It is my opinion that BEE should be included within a holistic view of EE as a broadly 

interdisciplinary field. Further, I take the position that while EE should start where people live 

not only by considering plants springing up from hardscapes, urban animals, or the ecological 

systems found in parks or abandoned marginal areas, but should also include the entire physical, 

social, and economic systems of cities and urban areas, whether natural or constructed. 

I share Saylan and Blumstein’s (2011) opinion in calling for new ways to teach EE. I believe 

that the way forward must be to incorporate multiple fields and disciplines and teach students to 

be active participants in creating, and designing their built environments and urban landscapes. 

The five cases that were reviewed in this thesis included educational programs and methods that 
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are intended to give students voices and to introduce them to usable and practical tools from the 

disciplines of planning, architecture, and design that they can continue to use as adults.  

 

Sub-question 2 

What roles have professional organizations for architects and related fields performed in 

developing education about built and urban environments? What is the current status of these 

organizations in education about built environments?  

My research found clear examples within the five case studies of how professional 

organizations for architects and practitioners in related fields such as planning, design, 

environmental education and urban education are currently operating in the realm of formal 

education programs, especially in the context of K-12 schools and universities, and also in  

the context of public engagement, municipalities, non-profit organizations, private companies 

and museums (Association of Architecture Organizations, 2013; UIA Built Environment 

Education Network, UIA Architecture & Children, 2016). Noted examples were seen in the 

sustainability programs of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) and Union Internationale  

Des Architectes / The International Union of Architects (UIA), the Association of Architecture 

Organizations (AAO) as well as the American Planning Association (APA). 

Historically, the formal development of BEE began in the 1970s with a movement to 

have professionals in the fields of architecture, design and urban planning teach in school 

programs (Avery, 1989; Chippendale & Ward, 1975; Eriksen & Kriebel, 1980; Topping, 1978). 

Further, the founding definitions of EE as proposed by the Belgrade and Tbilisi Conferences 

recognized EE as including the built environment (UNESCO-UNEP 1976b; UNESCO-UNEP 

1978). As discussed in Chapter 2, architects, planners, urban designers, landscape architects and 
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other members of the built environment field have extensively been involved in dealing with 

environmental problems and finding solutions for cities in protecting or mitigating 

environmental impacts in and outside of urban areas. 

These early initiatives may have been displaced or neglected as the political ideologies 

and definitions of EE moved into focus on global environmental issues under the banner of 

sustainable development and shifted away from applying interdisciplinary and systems thinking 

to the study of urban settings. However, the field of environmental education is now returning to 

include programs that address urban planning and participatory civic design especially in places 

such as Denmark, Netherlands, Spain and Germany (Million & Parnell, 2017; Rodriguez, 2009). 

Andrew Davies of №9 had this to say about architects teaching in schools.  

…I do think we're in that kind of pioneering area you know we're starting to rethink 

education and the involvement of professionals or other people because it's traditionally 

a very closed system. And I think one of the solutions is to help, you know, make it more 

progressive you have to involve other people. So, there's got to be these partnerships and 

I think […] the system itself is aware of that. And is interested in partnerships, you just 

have to figure out how to go about it in the right way.  

Frisk of arki_lab also spoke of the importance of the involvement of teachers with 

architects and of the roles of school boards and local governments in incorporating education in 

architecture and planning and design in school curricula. He explained that because EE in 

general is not a traditional subject (nor one of the three basic core subjects of reading, writing 

and arithmetic that are often given priority in K-12 school curricula), it is often difficult for 

teachers to have the time or resources allocated to programs such as those represented in the five 

examples reviewed here. In the foreword of the publication Environmental Education in a 
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 Post-Sustainability World, Orr described environmental educators as being tolerated by 

conventional educational institutions (Jickling & Sterling, 2017). In the text Orr refers to 

environmental educators existing as “outliers—a curricular out-shed behind the big house where 

the really important stuff happens” (Jickling & Sterling, 2017, p. vii). My reviews found that 

arki_lab and the founders of №9 have learned how to get a foothold in school curriculum by 

recruiting partnerships with interested teachers or school administrators and school boards in 

making their programs easily match with school curricula and not bombarding teachers with new 

information that they do not have time to learn, and instead providing their professional expertise 

to teach students. Although the Co-Designers identified some of their struggles in getting access, 

time, space, and resources within school curricula in regard to it mainly being an issue of lack of 

political will in the implementing of architecture, planning and environmental education within 

the British Columbia school curriculums. Co-Designer, King addressed that in the past it was 

much simpler to teach his methods in the public schools in Canada, in that there was more 

openess to the information he was teaching. Co-Designer, Chung stated that the only theme in 

the current BC school curriculum where their Co-Design methods fit directly in is in the  

place-based learning component. 

Sub-question 3 

How do persons currently engaged in active programs in education about architecture, 

planning and sustainability view the role of their programs in fostering learners’ appreciation 

and understandings of the built and natural environments and their connections to the  

human ecosystem? 

In a 1989 UNESCO paper, Harvesting One Hundredfold: Key Concepts and Case Studies 

In Environmental Education Meadows claimed that the “methods and tools of environmental 
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education are: participatory and experimental; problem-oriented; interdisciplinary; integrated 

into the nearby surroundings; group-oriented and value-based” (p. 32). Applying Meadows’ 

criteria for EE methods and tools to the review of the five case studies, I found that all 

demonstrated practices fit her description and definitions of EE methods and tools.  

However, an aspect of EE that Meadows (1989) did not include in her “methods and tools of 

environmental education” was that of being solutions-orientated or solutions-focused, a 

curricular orientation that was found in all five of the case studies (p. 32). Interestingly, that 

although Meadows does discuss solutions as a focus of EE, throughout her paper she does not 

list solutions as being one of the “methods and tools of environmental education” (p. 32). She did 

state “Environmental education is fundamentally education in problem-solving- but problem-

solving from a philosophical basis of holism, sustainability, enhancement, and stewardship”  

(p. 3). Thus, it is unclear as to why she does not include solutions in her “methods and tools of 

environmental education” (p. 32). But it could be that in the era of Meadows’ writing a great deal 

of the focus of EE was on problems, especially those related to environmental pollution: acid 

rain and ozone depletion, for example, so her emphasis on being problems rather than solutions-

oriented might be seen as being focused on seeking solutions for environmental problems.  

A goal often proposed as a priority for environmental education is the development of 

environmental literacy. McBride, et al. (2013) has examined definitions and descriptions of the 

concept of environmental literacy as it has been developed and proposed over time. They note 

that “the concept of literacy” (p. 2) was once mainly applied to the basic skills of reading and 

writing but the concept then developed to be associated with “the ability to understand, make 

informed decisions and act with respect to complex topics and issues facing society today” (p. 2).  
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The authors McBride et al. (2013) also noted, “that the terms environmental literacy or 

ecological literacy have been used in many different ways or are so encompassing that they  

have very little useful meaning” (p. 2). They cite Disinger and Roth (1992) who claim,  

“that the almost arbitrary application of the term has resulted in nearly as many different 

perceptions of the term as there are people who use it” (McBride et al., 2013, p. 2). They write 

that in spite of the confusing use of the terms environmental, ecological and most recently 

ecoliteracy, efforts have been made to establish a generally acceptable definition and to  

identify key attributes (McBride et al., 2013). Citing NAAEE (2004), authors  

McBride et al. (2013) write: 

They contend that the most widely accepted meaning of environmental literacy is  

that it comprises an awareness of and concern about the environment and its  

associated problems as well as the knowledge, skills, and motivations to work  

towards the solutions of current problems and the prevention of new ones. (p. 3) 

McBride et al. (2013) have also described Bora Simmons’ (1995) proposal for seven 

“components of environmental literacy” (p. 6). Simmons proposed environmental literacy to 

incorporate seven components: “(1) affect, (2) ecological knowledge, (3) socio-political 

knowledge, (4) knowledge of environmental issues, (5) cognitive skills, (6) environmentally 

responsible behaviours, and (7) additional determinants of environmentally responsible 

behaviours” (McBride et al., 2013, p. 7). McBride et al. (2013) stated that Simmons description 

was used to create the “NAAEE Guidelines for Learning (NAAEE 2000/ 2004)” (p. 6). 

Applying these very specific environmental literacy criteria to the five reviewed 

programs is complicated given that interviewees were never directly questioned in relation to the 

concept of environmental literacy as such. However, in the interviews and subsequent research 
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findings, I have found that the Co-Designers stated in their interviews and on their websites that 

they incorporate concepts of environmental education and sustainability directly in their work.  

In the interviewees of №9 both indicated that their program specifically identified ecological 

literacy and sustainability as desired outcomes of their work. In the cases of Place It!, arki_lab 

and Play the City the goal of developing environmental literacy is evident although not  

directly stated. However, attaining sustainability is clearly mentioned in published descriptions 

of all three programs. 

My results suggest that Play the City and arki_lab are different from the other case study 

examples possibly because their home bases are in Europe where both environmental awareness, 

and aspects of environmental literacy are already parts of their cultural mindsets, a perspective 

supported by my interview with Frisk. Based on my review of materials published by and about 

Play the City, many game participants already demonstrated an environmental awareness 

through their practices. In Play the City game experiences environmental awareness is often 

expressed by use of the term sustainability in references to the environment or natural resources. 

I feel it is important to reiterate that the five example programs teach and operate in 

diverse contexts, with various clients, and in multidisciplinary fields. The extents to which 

aspects of environmental literacy are developed vary among the five programs mainly because 

every class or workshop that is taught or organized is tailored to particular groups of participants. 

As a result, it is difficult to gauge the extent to which the seven elements of environmental 

literacy proposed by Simmons, as cited by McBride et al. (2013), are emphasized by the  

different programs. 
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Based on reviews of the case examples I can support a view that all five programs 

demonstrate some aspects of the construct of environmental literacy as defined and constructed 

by Simmons and cited by McBride et al. (2013). Furthermore, McBride et al. (2013) claim that 

the “frameworks for environmental literacy proposed over the last several decades exhibit a high 

degree of similarity and congruence with respect to their major components” (p. 6). 

However, the programs reviewed in this thesis differ in the priority or emphasis that they 

place on the different elements of environmental literacy. For example, the Co-Designers and 

№9 place a direct emphasis on the development of ecological knowledge, while all five cases 

demonstrate a systems orientation towards including the development of socio-political 

awareness and knowledge in their teachings and learning activities about urban/rural planning, 

urban design, architecture, and how local governments and regulations’ work in relation to 

planning or are already aware of these subjects. I believe I can also support stating that having 

students and adults work together in groups to create designs to address environment-related 

problems may require attending to the affective, less cognitive nature of situations and 

proposed solutions.  

Based on my review of the goals of the 5 Case Studies I found their practices as not 

directly designed to create changes in environmentally detrimental behaviours but to create an 

understanding of the urban planning, urban design, government structures and regulations that 

are at play and how tools can be learned to enable the address of environmental, societal,  

or cultural issues in cities, urban and rural areas. The seven practitioners whose work was 

reviewed in the research for this thesis were not looking at single issues but they, their 

participants and clients were examining many issues and exploring many solutions through 

multiple lenses. As described by McBride et al. (2013), Simmons’ classification of the elements 
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of environmental literacy includes a final category described as “Additional determinants of 

environmentally responsible behaviours” (p. 7). As was the case for the category of 

environmentally responsible behaviours, consideration of “additional determinants” applied  

to the five program cases is highly dependent on a program’s focus for specific contexts and 

participants (McBride et al., 2013, p. 7).  

 

The practices described for the five selected programs demonstrate that there are 

alternative options in formats for developing learning experiences to support EE and Urban EE. 

Further, my review suggests that the interdisciplinary, systems oriented, design thinking,  

and design orientated educational approaches taken by the five programs could be effective in 

creating positive environmental changes for our planet. The examples studied for this thesis  

have all moved toward a holistic view of the meaning of the term ‘environment’ and have clearly 

integrated humans as parts of and shapers in the environment. Moreover, they view the 

environment as including both the human-created, built and natural as well as human culture  

as integral elements in the application of the term environment. In none of these five  

examples is the ‘environment’ treated as ‘out there’ or ‘away’ or ‘external’ or as ‘separate’  

nor as being strictly ‘natural’.  

Sub-question 4  

How do the five programs reviewed in this thesis compare in regard to their respective  

approaches to curriculum, instruction, and learning experiences for participants of all ages? 

The interviewees saw their programs as enriching the curricula of schools or participants’ 

educational experiences and they viewed their programs and instructional methods or activities 

as being good examples of how to teach students effectively. Frisk of arki_lab spoke of how he 
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did not agree with the top-down teaching education model found in traditional school 

organizations and he gave the example of a priest in front of a congregation as an analogy  

to traditional educational methods: 

Right now, we’re having [we have] an education system where you’re actually put into  

a room where you are set up just like if you were in a church and you have a person at 

the end preaching something. It’s a weird setting, right? I mean it’s far too out-dated! 

All five of the case studies described creating learning environments that allow for 

participants to learn from each other and for both educators/facilitators to learn from participants 

and to engage with participants, challenging traditional educational and workshop approaches. 

As well, the five case studies engagement and education practices include multidisciplinary 

formats such as: systems thinking, design thinking, design education, learning by doing, 

experiential, exploratory, inquiry-based learning, solutions focused approaches rather than the 

traditional top-down methods of teaching. An example of this is found in a comment from 

Andrew Davies on the relationship between the progressive and conservative models of teaching 

and learning: 

So, we’re actually providing some pretty progressive ways of learning for students 

because of this kind of peer-to-peer learning that is inquiry based and then the sort  

of integration of subject matter and then the fact that they are working with their hands. 

[and] We feel like it’s kind of augmenting the current [education] system. 

Frisk also claimed the topic of outside or outdoor classrooms as being of current interest 

in Denmark and claimed that this was also a trend in Australia where there is currently a shift 

towards realizing the benefits to students of learning in outside classrooms. However, he stated 

there must be a balance between both settings for learning. 
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The interviewees and the materials published by Play the City claimed that their 

workshops and school program activities such as serious gaming and design thinking/education 

included interdisciplinary lessons. Further both arki_lab and №9 match their programs with 

existing school curricula and demonstrate that these innovative approaches could easily be 

implemented in conventional school curricula. All the practitioners and my Play the City 

findings showed that their methods were designed to be inclusive for all demographics,  

with the exception that this study focussed on №9’s education of children and youth in their 

IMSCity now program. 

All of the five program examples can be viewed as being highly advanced in the sense 

that they are trying to change the way people/students think, learn, collaborate and engage with 

each other. Education programs, like those of Frisk, Chung and King, and the Davies claim 

intent to change school curricula and benefit students by teaching interdisciplinary content and 

real-world skills that can be applied now and, in the future, to create actual changes in the world. 

Similarly, with Rojas’ Place It! workshops and education formats for students and the general 

public to become engaged and informed on city planning and civic engagement.  

Additional Educational Trends Revealed in the Research 

Place-based learning 

Place-based learning emerged as a significant focus in this thesis because the methods or 

practices of the reviewed cases involved treating local places or spaces, and the immediate 

environments of the participants, as important contexts rather than addressing examples from 

remote places, such as the Amazon rainforest or Arctic regions, that are abstract to the lived 

experiences of the participants. Place-based learning invites participants to be directly involved 

with their immediate environments while tapping into and acknowledging their specialized, 



Education:	Built	Environment	&	Environmental	
	

198	

personal knowledge of local places/spaces. In all the five reviewed programs, personal 

knowledge of local places was viewed as a key resource for learning. All five case studies are 

grounded on the assumption that when participants develop heightened awareness and concern 

for their local places and processes, they are more likely to initiate and take positive actions for 

environmental changes. 

Chawla (2002) has described research that explored the relationship between local 

knowledge and commitment to environmental action. She reported research that compared 

school programmes that taught content or theories about environmental issues to programmes in 

which students were invited to investigate, design, and carry out strategies related to local issues. 

The research found that the children with experience in local action projects “were much more 

likely to continue to demonstrate responsible environmental behaviour…. [and that] knowledge 

about environmental problems, in and by itself, did not necessarily lead to action” (p. 15). 

The results of this study reinforce the importance of design education, design learning 

and place-based experiences in making connections to real actions and actual situations.  

Another voice on this topic is that of Edmonds (2013) who has written about an Australian 

design-led participatory decision-making project called 5000+, which engaged “with children 

and young people about decisions relating to the design and planning of their surrounding 

environment” (p. 254). The reported project found that including children and youth  

“in decision-making about their environments could constitute one of the greatest initiatives  

for long-term behaviour change initiatives that could be made with contemporary citizens as  

an investment in our collective future and the sustained well-being of our species” (p. 254).  
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In my literature review for this thesis I discussed the research of Kevin Lynch who, 

supported by UNESCO, embarked on international research to discover children’s local spatial 

knowledge through having them draw their knowledge in the form of cognitive maps, research 

that was summarized in Growing Up In Cities (Lynch, 1977). A surprising parallel was found in 

my research on Lynch’s (1979) work as he continued his research with his MIT university 

students by asking them similar questions to those Rojas’ poses in his Place It! workshops.  

I found that Lynch asked his MIT students to think about their own childhoods and to write 

papers on their “memories of growing up in a spatial world” (Lynch, 1979, p. 103), he asked the 

students questions such as, “What was each person’s most vivid reminiscence? Where did each 

of them like to be? Where did he/she feel frustrated? How did he/she use a given remembered 

area?” (1979, p. 103). Lynch described these questions as leading to vivid discussions among  

the students because “everyone likes to talk about his childhood, because it has deep meaning  

for him/her” (p. 103). Lynch also wrote that when students began to share childhood experiences 

that they had initially thought were personally unique or were “rather strange or odd perhaps”, 

that many of their peers shared similar experiences even though many were of different cultures, 

economic levels, and diverse countries and had grown up in either urban or rural (Lynch, 2013, 

p. 106). This activity Lynch describes evolved into a full research study that ran for several  

years (Lynch, 1979).  

Lynch’s description of his approach to questioning his students and their responses is 

very similar the questions and responses that are received in Place It! As well, Lynch’s 

approaches were similar to the interactive workshop Place It! methods of inquiry in which 

participants design and build models of their childhood memories. There are also direct 

connections and similarities between Lynch’s research and the methodology of the Co-Designers 
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program in which students or participants are asked questions about their desires, what sort of 

activities they would want to do in a particular space or place, how they would wish the space or 

place to feel and/or what they would want its function to be. 

It is notable that in the Place It! method of inquiry, Rojas explains that his participants are 

invited to explore their emotions in relation to a place/space, because he feels that it is important 

for people to experience places/spaces through their emotions. In the Co-Designers’ program  

the participants explore places/spaces with their senses, and are asked what they are hearing,  

feeling or smelling in terms of climate/temperature and their desires for that particular 

place/space. arki_lab and №9 also ask participants how they feel about places and what their 

dreams are for those places. 

In all of these programs, there is a focus on the senses and feelings evoked in the 

participants by places/spaces, and they all share common goals to scale-up the participant’s 

information through the creation of designs based on their shared knowledge that can be realized 

and actually built. Further, the programs reviewed in this research all shared Lynch’s core 

concept that the environment includes the biophysical, social and cultural.  

Another point of similarity between Lynch’s work and the programs reviewed here was 

found in their shared view that children’s knowledge and opinions should shape decisions that 

affect them and their environments and living conditions. Lynch’s perspective had a significant 

influence on the development of the UN’s 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child  

(Derr & Yimlaz, 2015). All five of the programs reviewed here also met the UN’s 1989 

Convention on the Rights of the Child criteria in creating “opportunities for genuine participation 

of children in the planning and design of their cities” (p. 2). For example, Place It!, the  
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Co-Designers, arki_lab, and №9 all incorporate children’s dream designs and desires into plans 

for actual implementation in the real-world. Place It!, the Co-Designers, arki_lab and №9 have 

also realized the great importance of the spatial knowledge of children and youth for the design 

of cities. The fact that many of their projects have come to fruition shows that at least the designs 

of children can be taken seriously, although this attitude is still not widespread nor is it the norm 

in many countries, such as in Canada. 

 

The importance of real projects and design education methods 

It can justifiably be said that the founders and promoters of the programs described in this 

thesis share common beliefs in the importance of giving people voices and influence on 

decisions that shape their environments and affect the quality of their lives. Further, the programs 

apply a variety of approaches to help people develop their knowledge and skills so that they can 

be effective contributors to processes of planning and decision-making and potentially bring their 

ideas to fruition. 

The interviews for this thesis found that the approaches and methodologies of four of  

the case studies placed significant focus on the fundamental importance of routinely viewing the 

inputs of children as necessary components of planning processes that lead to actual projects  

and real places. This perspective is also seen in the writings of Adams & Ingham (1998);  

Chawla (2002); Driskel (2000); Hart (1997); Katan & Shiffman (2014); Knowles-Yánez (2005); 

Lynch (1977) and Ward & Fyson (1973).  
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It should be noted that the Play the City program targets mostly adults, both professionals 

and non-professionals, such as the public as well as university students. However, Play the City 

is planning to create a children and youth version of the Play the City adult version games and 

they also have plans to increasingly work with university students. 

Allowing children to learn to use tools to actively participate and engage in the design of 

local and even global solutions to real world issues is vital for the occurrence of real positive 

changes. The interviews with representatives of the four case studies reviewed here revealed that 

they shared a view that when children and youth are given opportunities to express their own 

voices in their own settings this can result in real projects and in real changes. It can even result 

in councils run by children and youth in conjunction with architects, planners and city 

governments. An example of this can be seen in the Children’s City project begun by Francesco 

Tonucci in 1991, a process that has spread throughout Italy, Spain, Argentina and elsewhere.  

The Children’s City process promotes forms of children’s active participation in the life 

of cities, participation aimed at achieving coherent changes in the direction of sustainable 

development. The process of participation seen in the Children’s City approach has two very 

significant components: “the Children’s Council and Children’s Participation in planning” 

(Tonucci & Rissotto, 2001). The Children’s City project has shown the value of inputs from 

children in the governance, planning and building of a city and provides a methodology and  

tools for children to be actively engaged and taken seriously in city-making along with adult 

professionals and their own peers (Alparaone & Rissotto, 2001; Tonucci & Rissotto, 2001). 

Ward cautions that, “An environmental education which ignores these political factors is an 

education in hypocrisy” (1995, p. 25). 
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In their methods, all five of the selected cases seek civic engagement as an outcome  

by requiring participants to engage in decision- and action-making learning experiences.  

The gamification methods used by Play the City and arki_lab’s arki_nopoly can both be  

regarded as examples of serious gaming while all five programs use forms of design education, 

such as the design Charrette (as mentioned in Appendix A on page 211); Doreen Gehry-Nelson’s  

Design-Based Learning™©; co-design, participatory design and responsive design.  

Design thinking is at the core of the methods used by all the selected cases. Design thinking  

“is basically a type of learning-by-doing methodology” with its’ main historical roots being 

found in the works of John Dewey and Maria Montessori (Roth, 2017, p. xvii). Roth, the 

Academic Director of Stanford’s University’s ‘D.school’ continues with an observation that: 

...it’s obvious that giving students the opportunity to do something real can be 

inspirational and often more effective than abstract and seemingly meaningless 

learning. Design thinking has the power to flip students’ mindsets. I have seen 

students move from being powerless, from needing mentorship to becoming 

powerful mentors. (2017, p. xvii) 

Manzini, author of ‘Design, When Everybody Designs, An Introduction to Design for 

Social Innovation’ (2015) explains that co-design with all and for all people is the way forward 

to creating a sustainable world and that design processes need to become common place around 

the world. Manzini further claims that we need to view environmental solutions through a design 

lens. He also expressed his desire to contribute to creating “new design knowledge [because it] 

…is desperately needed if we are to join the battle for a sustainable world with a greater hope of 

victory” (p. 27). Indeed, given the goals and approaches shared by arki_lab, Place It!, the  
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Co-Designers, and №9 in their curricula and educational programs and in Play the City’s games 

and gaming methods, the core themes of architecture, urban planning, built environment 

education, design, art, environmental education, urban environmental education and geography 

can be seen to run through their design methods. 

Orr’s comment in The Nature of Design, Ecology, Culture and Human Intention, (2002) 

comes to mind when he writes, “that our ecological problems may be the result of design 

failures, and if that is true, then we can design better and can design ourselves out of our 

ecological problems into solutions” (p. 14). Indeed, as the five cases show, there is a wide variety 

of models for designing school curricula to incorporate imparting the knowledge and tools of 

built environment education, such as: urban planning, architectural education, co-design, 

participatory planning, participatory design, EE and urban EE. 

The design tools that are used by the practitioners in the programs studied here are  

arts-based, including gaming. Among the design tools are: building with small household objects 

to create models as with Place It!; building architectural models to scale with paper, cardboard 

and other architectural materials as with arki_lab and №9; developing drawings or graphics as 

with arki_lab, №9 and the Co-Designers creating collages with pictures/photos as with arki_lab 

and playing physical board games with game pieces as with arki_lab’s arki_nopoly and Play the 

City, as well as physically building real world objects using crates as in the Design and Build 

sessions with arki_lab. 

Design thinking and design methods entail interdisciplinary thinking. This modality is 

one of the key aspects of the curricula of all the cases reported here. As Frisk of arki_lab 

articulated, “If we want today’s generations to solve the problems of tomorrow- we should have 

started yesterday. We need everyone on board and PRONTO” (J. Frisk, et al., 2016, p. 1). 
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While all of the five case studies studied for this thesis involve interdisciplinary  

thinking and design, I propose that this attribute should be applied in all school curricula. 

Perhaps as Bishop et al., (1992) discuss in Children. Environment and Education: Personal  

View of Urban Environmental Education in Britain, the reversal from the “narrow and exclusive 

concept of the environment, typified by much work in the environmental sciences” will again 

revert to “the advances of the 1970s about integral environmental components of urban planning, 

arts, and the broad dimension of social agency” (p. 104). Furthermore, these authors recommend, 

“There is a clear need to engender change within the educational and environmental professions, 

an attitude which will encourage inter-disciplinarily, inter-professional collaboration, 

networking, and inclusive (rather than exclusive) organizational models” (Bishop et al.,  

1992, p. 104).  

 

Significance on a global scale 

The findings of the five Case Studies correspond with the 2016 UNESCO Global 

Education Monitoring Report’s (GEM Report) “Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4)  

[which calls for the goal to] “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 

lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UNESCO, 2016a, p. 114). The GEM Report refers  

to “Education [that] must be integrated into urban planning to create sustainable cities”  

[and states that] “Including education in urban planning makes environmental sustainability 

more likely” (UNESCO, 2016a, p. 114). The thematic 2016 Global Education Monitoring 

Report: Planet: Education for Environmental Sustainability and Green Growth also states,  

“In order to foster sustainable, inclusive and prosperous cities and other human settlements” 

(UNESCO, 2016b, p. 78). The 2016 thematic GEM Report: Planet states that one goal is to 
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“Improve urban planning curricula to include cross-sector engagement, community engagement, 

learning by doing and the development of locally relevant solutions” [and to] “Fund urban 

planning education to increase the number of planners, and promote integration of education as 

well as multidisciplinary approaches” (UNESCO, 2016b, p. 78). The five programs fall into 

sections of the 2016 GEM Reports and are already engaged in meeting many of UNESCO’s 

sustainable development goals. The thematic 2016 UNESCO GEM Report states, “For education 

to be transformative in support of the new sustainable development agenda, ‘education as usual’  

will not suffice” (UNESCO, 2016b, p. 72). Based on my reviews the practices demonstrated  

by the five programs show that none of them represent ‘education as usual’. 

 

Recommendations for Further Research  

This thesis has examined a complex component of the field of Environmental Education, 

that is, Built Environment Education, and has focused on five program examples that are 

concerned with developing understanding and awareness of urban environments. Further 

research is needed on many of the topics discussed within the literature review (Chapter 2) and  

to explore further the outcomes of the five programs (Chapter 4).  

Possible directions for further study could be an examination of the inclusion of 

participatory planning and architecture in government legislated school curricula as currently 

seen in Denmark and Finland. It would be useful to examine whether measures similar to those 

seen in some European countries could be implemented in Canada and the USA and in other 

areas of the globe such as the global south. Long-term studies also are needed as to the reception 

and effectiveness of school programs where outside practitioners such as designers, architects, 

planners, and artists actively teach within schools. Useful research could also be undertaken as to 
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how the educational approaches included in Place It!, arki_lab, the Co-Designers, №9 and Play 

the City might be implemented by other school districts and curricula. Such research could learn 

from arki_lab and №9 about the details of how they have accomplished their implementations, 

achieved program continuance and their plans for expansion. 

For all disciplines involved, (architects, planners, designers, environmental educators)  

a question that could be asked is how bridges might be created to eliminate the silo effects 

between many mainstream programs of school-based environmental education and disciplines 

such as architecture, design, and city planning and governance. Much more research and 

program development is necessary to create a significant shift from siloed discipline-based 

thinking and operations to a whole systems approach to teaching EE and Urban EE. 

In British Columbia the Ministry of Education should also revisit the Architecture 

Institute of British Columbia’s curriculum guidebook Architecture for Kids, A Resource Guide 

for Teachers (Arnston, 1997). This guide was designed for teachers of “Kindergarten to Grade 7 

level, with suggestions for Grades 8 to 12” (p. 6) and is now very out of date with the current  

K-12 curriculum.  

It could be a very useful project for the AIBC, especially in partnership with the  

Co-Designers King and Chung and №9 to develop new approaches to foster greater inclusion  

of information and learning activities, and empowering students to become active citizens 

through Built Environment Education and its inclusion of urban environmental education.  

An example of this is the Canadian Institute of Planners’ (CIP) (n.d.) A Kid’s Guide to Building 

Great Communities: A Manual for Planners and Educators. The guidebook advocates that,  

“Through the promotion of children’s and youth’s right to be heard and to participate,  
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planners and educators will demonstrate a respect for children and youth that will lead to a safer 

and healthier tomorrow” (p. 2). 

Canadian curriculum developers might be inspired by the example of the full-scale 

adoption of architecture education / Built Environment Education by Finland, which has 

implemented architecture education in its “national core curriculum in the arts” and “is aimed  

at all citizens, but mostly organised for children and young people as afterschool activities” 

(Räsänen, 2006, p. 14). Finnish architectural education “brings together nature, manmade 

environment and people themselves, and combines the physical aspects of architecture with the 

experiential – everyday environment here and now, individual memories, shared meanings and 

lived history, expectations of the future” (Räsänen, 2006, p. 13). 

During my interview with Frisk we discussed the Danish School Reform and how it 

allowed arki_lab to be working in schools and have their programs match the Danish formal 

school curricula. arki_lab’s (2016) Designing Cities with Young People publication explains  

that the Danish School Reform took place in 2013 and “public schools were obligated to create 

partnerships with external actors in the so-called ‘Open School’ program” (J. Frisk., et. al.,  

p. 12). This allowed arki_lab to be educating and co-designing/co-creating with students in 

schools and integrating their arki_lab methods with the Danish school curricula. arki_lab claims 

that “By involving schools, we create a more sustainable and holistic approach to the 

development of our cities” (J. Frisk., et. al, 2016, p. 12). The Danish School Reform is definitely 

a direction that warrants further research in the Canadian curricular context. 
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Final Conclusion  

Eileen Adams and Colin Ward have stated, “Any systemic approach to environmental 

education requires interdisciplinary study” (Adams & Ward, 1982, p. 20). Meadows (1989) also 

claimed that: “Because of its [‘its’ being EE] problem orientation and orientation toward whole 

systems, environmental education is naturally and easily interdisciplinary. Real problems and 

real investigations of the holistic nature of the world almost never can be confined neatly to one 

discipline” [emphasis in original] (p. 32). 

 

To reiterate a comment from Stea that is included in Chapter 1:  

Environmental design, whether accomplished in the head, on paper, in model form,  

or on the surface of the planet, is a basic and pervasive human activity. Many of the  

adult peoples of the world and their children still go about modeling, planning, and 

designing their environments, blindly ignorant of the fact that these are activities 

performed in some places only by trained professionals, or in groups, under the 

supervision of accredited teachers. (1982, p. 135) 

Stea (1982) claimed that humans already have an inherent knowledge of design,  

“For no body of knowledge is more fundamental than environmental knowledge, an 

understanding of the relationships among people and the places they inhabit” (p. 135). 

With over 45 years of working in art, design and environmental education, Eileen Adams 

makes a clear statement about what she feels needs to change in EE: “EE cannot be the sole 

responsibility of any single subject discipline. It must be multi-disciplinary. It must involve,  

for example, history, geography, natural science, architecture and planning” (2016, p. 72). 
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Co-Designer Chung shared her opinion about what she felt environmental education should 

encompass, stating, “It's wrong to talk about environmental education [if] you don't talk about 

the built environment where you live”. In regard to education Adams and Ward have stated, 

“Children are rarely asked to draw conclusions or make judgments on the basis of their own 

experience of the environment. They are seen as merely collectors or recorders of information, 

and rarely as sources, interpreters or critics” (1982, p. 20). 

In all five of programs studied here, children and youth are treated in ways that are the 

very opposite of those described by Adams and Ward. Instead youth are encouraged to be active 

critical thinkers, designers, planners, builders of their own environments and solution creators 

while being prepared for adulthood with tools from both BEE and EE. Hopefully these 

approaches will enable students to create positive changes for all aspects of our entire 

environment, our world. For inspiration, Canada can look to three key examples that are included 

in this research: the work of the Co-Designers in the schools of Vancouver, BC; the initiatives of 

№9 which has implemented its educational programs in the Toronto and Hamilton Wentworth 

School District curricula and is working with schools in Chicago; and arki_lab in Denmark 

which has aligned its programs with the formal national Danish school curriculum. It is my view 

that Canada’s educational systems need to incorporate and embrace interdisciplinary approaches 

to curricula that will enable students to have real voices and to acquire the tools that will enable 

them as adults to enact and support positive changes for our world. 
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APPENDIX A 

Glossary of Terms 

Built Environment: Simply put is “buildings, places and spaces” (Million & Heinrich, 2014,  

p. 337). It also happens to be “…the study of any place where humans have intervened, by 

design or accident, in the natural environment” (Graves, 1999, p. 194). 

 

Built Environment Education (BEE): Is a multidisciplinary educational discipline that has  

a “focus on the built environment as a whole including architecture, urban design, city and 

regional planning, landscape design” and includes “environmental education, architectural 

education, design education, and (visual) arts education” (Million & Heinrich, 2014, p. 337).  

 

Charrette: A “creative brainstorming session” on real issues in “a process in which youth 

[adults as well] participate in activities that define issues, and find solutions to community 

planning and urban design problems” and are often a formal process (Race & Torma, 1998,  

p. vii). A Charrette also can be termed as a ‘Design Charrette’ (Fleming, 2013). 

 

Design Charrettes: These are educational Charrettes in nature that build a trans-disciplinary 

culture with participants that is non-hierarchical, allowing for students to communicate stories 

and create ideas in minutes to hours (Fleming, 2013).  
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Co-Design: As defined by Stanley King and Susan Chung as: 

…a participatory design process where artist facilitators work with community to 

envision a desired life for an area. As workshop participants describe the activities  

they wish to engage in, co-design facilitators illustrate the participant’s ideas and the 

environments that would enhance the participant’s experiences. The outcome provides 

planners with behavioral design criteria to consider for the planning process.  

(City of Vancouver, 2018). 

 

Co-Design: As defined by John Chisholm: 

Co-design is a well-established approach to creative practice, particularly within the 

public sector. Its roots are in the participatory design techniques developed in 

Scandinavia in the 1970s. Co-design is often used as an umbrella term for participatory, 

co-creation and open design processes (n.d., para. 1). 

 

Design Education: Involves interdisciplinary learning and collaboration “with an emphasis on 

developing young peoples’ capacities to conceptualize, devise, and create. It requires speculative 

thinking, developing the skills for hypothesis, supposition, and imaginative projection, where 

pupils are able to consider alternatives or future possibilities” (Adams and Ingham, 1998, p. 17). 
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Design Thinking: Is defined as “basically a type of learning-by-doing methodology” for 

problem solving with its’ main historical roots found in the works of John Dewey and Maria 

Montessori (Roth, 2017, p. xvii). David Lee, (2018) writes that design thinking education 

combines “human-centered, inquiry-based scaffolding and innovation friendly mindsets where 

students apply trans-disciplinary knowledge/ skills with creative practices…” (p. 28).  

 

Serious Games or Social Impact Games: These are games for non-entertainment purposes such 

as policymaking and education, that are a “combination of analogue and digital game concepts 

and techniques that are deliberately designed and/or used as interventions to enhance learning at 

the individual, organizational or systems level” (Mayer, Bekebrede, van Bilsen & Zhou, 2009,  

p. 171). The term ‘Serious Games’ first was used in 1970 (Mayer, Bekebrede, van Bilsen & 

Zhou, 2009, p. 171).  

 

Urban Environmental Education: Russ and Krasny define this “…as any environmental 

education that occurs in cities” (2015, p. 12). 

 

Urban Games: Began in the late 1950’s involving “a great variety of game-types and concepts: 

urban board games, role-playing games [emphasis added], computer-based simulation-games 

and more recently, digital games (a well-known example is SimCity™), serious games 

[emphasis added] and virtual worlds” (Mayer, Bekebrede, van Bilsen & Zhou, 2009, p. 169).  
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APPENDIX B 

Interview questions 

The following nine questions were asked or discussed in the interviews introduced in the 

sequence listed below.  

 
1. What are your views on differences or relationships between the natural world and the built 

environment? Do you feel that that the human environment is both the built and natural 

environment and that, as the UN states, the urban environment is the human ecosystem? 

 

2. Do you feel that you have been able to teach children, youth and adults to care about our 

natural world and to see connections between nature and natural systems and their urban/built 

environments and communities? Can you give specific examples where you feel this was 

accomplished directly or indirectly? 

 

3. It seems that in your work that you care deeply about teaching about design and the built 

environment.  How did you develop this passion or commitment? 

 

4. Do you feel that your work is inclusive and how so? How do your methodologies contribute to 

greater inclusion?  Was this something you had planned to create and or thought about in depth 

prior to creating your techniques? 

 

5. How would you describe your methodology or process in your work with various audiences  

or participants? 
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6. Saylan and Blumstein, (2011) claim environmental education in its traditional format is 

failing. They suggest there is a need for methods that engage students in activities that:  include 

encouragement of imagination and open-minded experimentation; relate students directly to a 

place/space; involve community; can “directly affect the quality of student’s lives”; and that 

“have a clear and measurable impact on something the students care about” (p. 109). Do you feel 

that your approach meets some of or all of these criteria? Are there other methods that you could 

add or suggest that would be helpful in meeting the criteria? 

 

7. How important is participatory planning or cooperative design in your methodology? Do you 

feel this is something that should be incorporated to other disciplines such as environmental 

education/ urban environmental education and how effective do you think it might be?  

 

8. Does your work and or projects translate into real tangible projects and or data that can be 

used for future projects? How important is it to you that participants create something tangible 

and real whether immediately or at a potential later time? 

 

9. Would you like to see design and urban design taught as regular elements of school curricula? 

Would you see this as benefiting environmental education? 
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