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Introduction:
Where do we fit in?
Towns and cities aren’t just places where we live. They are hotbeds of economic activity, 
centers for cultural life, and sources of civic activism. They provide opportunities for 
interaction and engagement, create means of access or exclusion, and in the broadest 
sense, help shape the way we live our everyday lives. 

Over the past few months, a group of six graduate students in Cornell’s City and 
Regional Planning program worked with teachers at the New Roots Charter School in 
downtown Ithaca to help a class of tenth grade students think about the power of city 
spaces and the potential for planning to change and remake those spaces. Over the 
month of April, we led three class sessions and, with the assistance of educators at the 
school, touched on a variety of themes tied to cities, urban planning, and spatial 
analysis.  These lessons were part of a larger unit conducted by New Roots faculty 
which aimed to have students examine places in Ithaca, craft a set of goals for each 
place, and present their work to city officials.

Our goals in doing this work were numerous. We hoped to show how a multitude of 
actors and a variety of economic, political, and social forces are constantly working to 
create and remake cities. We hoped to get students thinking about the spaces they 
interact with and interrogate their own and others’ use of the spaces. We hoped to 
introduce concepts of planning into the classroom and show students the power they 
have to create a vision and work to make their community into what they’d like it to be. 

In the following document, we are including a brief timeline of the process, a description 
of each lesson with a post-class reflection from at least one grad-student participant, 
and various images taken by both students and instructors. Ultimately, we hope this 
report can be useful both as a discussion of the successes and challenges of our efforts 
and as a guide for others interested in conducting similar lessons.
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Activity Timeline:
How We Structured the Curriculum

January 16: 
At the beginning of the spring 2010 semester, Anna Brawley contacted a few students to 
form a GRASSHOPR teaching unit.  Soon after, we formed our group and established 
our teacher and school partnerships.  

February 1: 
Between January 16 and February 1, we jointly created and submitted the 
GRASSHOPR proposal.

February 12: 
After submitting the proposal and meeting with a GRASSHOPR representative, we 
turned in the independent study application.

March 1: 
Upon confirmation of our proposal, we met to form objectives, discuss potential lesson 
plans and form teaching groups. Mary Grover, our teacher partner, aided us by 
providing lesson plan ideas based on previous experience.

March 2 through April 14: 
After our group meeting, we met in teaching pairs to create the finalized lesson plans.

April 14: 
First lesson, “Creating a city,” taught by Celia Benton and Tom Knipe. 

April 20: 
Second lesson plan, “Community mapping,” taught by Anna Brawley and Karla de Leon.

April 27: 
Final lesson, “How cities change,” taught by Andrew Bielak and Victoria Demchak.

May 11: 
Students present their proposals for Ithaca to members of the Downtown Ithaca 
Alliance.
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Lesson Plan 1:
Creating a City

 CRP Instructors: Tom Knipe, Celia Benton
 April 13th 2010

Lesson Description
This lesson is the first in a series of three which are being designed and taught by 
Cornell University graduate students to tenth graders at New Roots Charter School.  
The lesson is in two parts. In part one, students will have an opportunity to review 
portions of the Greensburg, Kansas Comprehensive Plan and reflect on 1) the 
components of the city for which to plan, and 2) who is involved in creating a plan. In 
part two, students will engage in a group role-playing exercise, at the end of which they 
will have created a drawn model of their ideal city.

Guiding questions:

• What are the components of the city to consider when creating a comprehensive 
plan?

• Who makes a plan? Whose interests are represented in the plan?
• What does an ideal community look like?

Lesson Outline
Review portions of the Greensburg, Kansas Comprehensive Plan and reflect. 

· “I wonder”, a pair of students will receive an image from the Greensburg plan, 
and consider questions which will be written on the image.  A couple volunteers 
will say their questions.  Lead into Kansas tornado image.  Celia will give the 
directions, Tom will take it from there.

· The components of the city for which to plan. Definitions (Celia) of what the city 
building components are (section), and 

· Who is involved in creating a plan (Tom) (40 mins)

· Underline the players in who makes a city

· Brainstorm more players

• Consider difficulties (10 mins)
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· What type of conflicts arise?  Who goes where?  How will things be 
funded?  How much open space do we need?  Who has the most say in 
making a city?  Should it be equal? (Tom)

· Group role playing exercise: (Instructions by Celia)

· Students reflect individually on their character’s underlying interests.  
What do they think is important to their character?  Students read their 
roles and share two inherent interests in groups (without model-making 
materials) (10 min)

Scenario: Plan your ideal city:  
Reflections: What were the conflicts that arose? How did you deal with them? Is this 
similar to a real city-planning process? How so? How is it different? What did you leave 
out? Did you have to leave out anything you wanted to put in? What was the most 
exciting part of the project?

Product:

Each group will complete a model city diagram.

Materials needed:

• Paper for map – oversize paperboard.
• Role cards (and master role sheet for instructors) 
• Markers
• Flip-chart or chalk for board
• Greensburg plan print-outs
• Images from Greensburg plan for “I wonder” opening activity
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Creating a City:
Roles in class
Planner:
Your main concerns are equality for low-income communities and a healthy environment 
in the city. Your goal is to maximize affordable housing and public spaces such as parks 
and community gardens. You want to make sure that all neighborhoods in your 
community have access to public space, and the community is environmentally 
sustainable. Moreover, you want to make sure that everyone has a voice in rebuilding 
the city. Make sure that everyone has a chance to speak their mind, and try to make 
sure that everyone is accommodated for in the final outcome.

Developer: 
Your goal is to build as many single-family houses on large lots as possible so that you 
can make the most money.You don’t care about affordable housing or public spaces 
because you can make the most money by building the most houses. You are also 
interested in economic development to ensure a strong local economy so people will 
live in your homes and work in the buildings you own. Consider where business will be 
developed. The planner may try to prevent you from achieving some of your goals.

Greensburg Mayor: 

Your main concern is being re-elected as mayor in the new city. You understand that 
most of your tax money will come from big businesses because many of your 
constituents (people who live in your area) are unable to pay a large amount of taxes.  
Your goal is to satisfy the needs of the developer while ensuring that non-profits and 
other community residents have a voice in the development of the city. You believe that 
environmental sustainability and a strong economy can co-exist.

Neighborhood Resident:  
You have lost almost everything in the tornado – your house, all of your belongings, and 
your job. You have been offered a job in the new Greensburg and have decided to 
continue living there. You have seen all of the suffering and want to make sure that 
everyone has affordable housing, good infrastructure, and a place to work. Make sure 
the planner understands your concerns.
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Livability Advocate:
You understand that the new Greensburg needs a lot of assistance in terms of housing, 
economic development and transportation. Your goal is to ensure that everyone’s basic 
needs are met, including affordable housing and a living-wage job. Your main 
enterprise, however, is in building public transit and non-motorized transportation 
systems. Your goal is to reduce traffic and car usage in the new city. You are a big 
sustainability advocate, and you put your heart and soul into advocating for a green and 
just city.

Anna Brawley
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Creating a City:
Reflections
I was impressed by how knowledgeable and thoughtful the students were during the 
lesson plan. Most understood the basic components of a city (such as transportation, 
infrastructure and housing) and could clearly state their definitions. They were also 
energetic and thoughtful during the assigned group activity. As in any class, there were 
a few students who were natural leaders in the area, and were the most vocal in 
discussion. I felt that everyone participated in the group activity and contributed valuable 
ideas to the stated goal of creating an ideal city.

I’m glad that we chose the 
Greensburg, Kansas plan (2008 APA 
award-winner) as a model. The 
students were easily engaged by the 
idea that an entire town had been 
destroyed by a tornado, and that they 
would have an opportunity to envision 
how it might be rebuilt. The opening 
activity that we chose was very 
successful as well.

Anna Brawley
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Lesson Plan 2:
Community Mapping

 CRP Instructors: Anna Brawley, Karla De Leon
 April 20th 2010

Lesson Description
Maps can take many forms and serve many purposes. Planners rely on official maps to 
study boundaries, transportation routes, and important sites. Equally important, though, 
are maps that communicate the knowledge and experience of the people who live in the 
community. Community-made maps share information like safe walking routes, favorite 
and least-favorite places, or areas which need the most attention from city officials.  In 
this lesson, we will practice mapping techniques to gather impressions and information 
about sites in Ithaca. What we produce will used in the next lesson to create 
recommendations for the city.

Goals
Students will learn about the concept of “community mapping” as an analytical tool, and 
how it can be important in community advocacy.

Students will learn and practice mapping techniques, including sketching, visual 
observation, photography, and detailed note-taking.

Working in small groups, students will observe specific sites in Ithaca and gather 
information to be used as a basis for the recommendations they create.
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Lesson Outline

Preparation:
· What is community mapping?

· Community vs. official mapping

· What’s missing from official maps? Why community input is important

· Uses of community information

Our class project
· First step: Gathering information about Ithaca

· Ithaca Commons

· DeWitt Park

· Women’s Community Building

Next step: Making recommendations
Techniques 
· Observation

· Quantitative and Qualitative methods

· Demonstration: Observing the classroom

· Sketching

· Scene:  Recreate what you see

· Map:  What are the major landmarks?  What paths did you take?

· Demonstration:  Map your way to the classroom

· Photographs

· Scene photos vs. detail photos

· What could a photograph tell you that a map can’t?

Field Activity
Split into (3) groups
· Ithaca Commons (2 groups)

· Women’s Community Building
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· DeWitt Park

Each student in group has different task
· Drawing/sketching scenes

· Counting/observation by gathering number data

· Photographs (can take turns)

· Drawing a map of the route or the site

Switch off after about 20 minutes – all groups go to Commons, half go to Women’s 
Community Building, other half go DeWitt Park

Wrap-Up/Sharing
Return to classroom to share results

· Groups take turns and present some interesting things they’ve found, either to 
the whole group, or just with someone in a different group

· Comparing techniques

· Which did you like most?  Least?

· Which do you think will be most useful?

Looking ahead to next activity
Think about empty or under-used spaces.  Why might they go unused?  Do you think 
they would be busier at a different time of day, or do people avoid them for some 
reason?

Think about what you liked or disliked about being in these spaces.  Did you feel safe?  
Comfortable? Would you choose to go there again?

Think about places you like, especially any you wrote about in your environmental 
autobiographies. What did your observation site have in common with, or different from 
your favorite places?
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Community Mapping: 
Student Activity Descriptions
Site Analysis
Planners, architects, and engineers use different methods to learn about the places they 
study: a site for a new apartment building or a store, creating or changing a public park, 
or figuring out how to improve a busy traffic intersection. The methods below are 
different ways to do site analysis, which can be especially useful for planners who focus 
on how people use public spaces.  In groups, we will be observing three different sites:

· Ithaca Commons

· Women’s Community Building

· DeWitt Park

As you spend time in these places, think about these questions:

· Who is using this place? How are they using it – standing, passing through, etc.?

· Is this somewhere you would choose to spend some time? Why?

· What do you like and dislike about this place?

· What would make this place better?

Observation

You can find out a lot when you take the time to look! Observation can be quantitative—
counting people, measuring length and width, or other numbers—or qualitative—taking 
notes about what people are doing, identifying words that fit the place, or other 
descriptions. 

· Count the number of people: walking, standing, sitting, playing

· How many places to sit are there?

· Do you think it’s safe to walk around?

· What else could fit in this space? (An office tower? Houses? A park?)
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Sketching and Drawing
Maps convey important information about a place, and sometimes the best way to make 
one is to draw it yourself. Sketching a scene is also useful, and can show how the place 
looks “on the ground,” unlike a traditional top-down map view.  

· Scene: recreate what you see

· Make a map: major landmarks? What paths did you take?

· Draw a picture for someone who’s never been there—what is important?

Victoria Demchak

Photography
Photographs can help you remember exactly what you saw, and are also useful for 
communicating information about a place to other people. Photos can focus on the 
overall scene; how people use the space; or particular details, like a broken bench.

· What’s most interesting to you?

· Can you find a problem at the site – a place someone should change?

· Is someone doing something surprising or unexpected in this place?
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Tom Knipe
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Community Mapping: 
Area Research
The Commons:

• Two-block pedestrian mall built in 1974.
• Central business district for the Tompkins County area.
• Boundaries are Green Street to the south, Cayuga Street to the west, Seneca 

Street to the north, and Aurora Street to the east.
• History of the Commons:
• The Commons was created in 1974, 

in part to counteract a proposed mall 
to have been located where the 
Wegmans and Wal-Mart plazas are 
located approximately 2 miles 
southwest of the Commons.

• The Commons has managed to 
survive despite the lack of a 
traditional retail anchor. People 
predicted the demise of the 
Commons after Rothschilds (a local 
department store), McCurdyʼs, 
Woolworths, and a CVS closed in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s. The Commons 
remains an eclectic mix of small businesses, including specialty stores, bars, used 
book stores and restaurants, while everyday retail stores have located to a 
commercial strip on the southwest edge of the city.

DeWitt Park

• 1.6 Acres, bounded by Court, Buffalo, Cayuga, old Music building and Presbyterian 
Church.

• DeWitt Park is the oldest park in the City of Ithaca. Before it became known as 
DeWitt Park, it was called Public Square Park.

• War Memorial – to WW1 and WW2 – (kids talked about this recently?)
• Kids use it to play outside; also just neighborhood park, closest to downtown/

Commons.
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Women’s Community Building

• City Federation of Women's Organizations, which owns and operates the Women's 
Community Building (WCB)

• On January 8, 1910, fifteen women met to form the City Federation of Women's 
Organizations (CFWO). They represented the Women's Club, the Political Study 
Club (to become the League of Women Voters in 1918), and the W.C.T.U. 
Members soon included the Child Study Club, the Cornell Women's Club, and 
several other local women's groups. The need for a building had been evident from 
the federation's inception. In 1920, the year the Nineteenth Amendment became 
law, giving women the right to vote, the Federation purchased the Winton-Brooks 
mansion on the corner of Seneca and Cayuga Streets in downtown Ithaca. This 
mansion served as the federation's center until 1959, when, because of the 
demand for additional space, the women of the federation raised the funds to build 
the present Women's Community Building on the same site. In addition to its many 
functions, the Women's Community Building has served as the early home to 
emerging women's organizations including Displaced Homemakers and Ithaca 

Rape Crisis. The WCB also has provided 
space to organizations in need, such as 
Greenstar Cooperative Market, after its 
tragic fire in 1991.

Both photos by New Roots Charter School 
students

20



Community Mapping: 
Reflections
After thinking about city-making in the abstract, the New Roots project shifted toward 
thinking more about Ithaca as a planned place. Our lesson had two goals:  first, to get 
students familiar with the concept of community-created maps, how they’re made, and 
why they’re important; second, to make them look more closely at the places they know, 
using observation techniques like drawing, counting, and description. While we wanted 
the students to produce good observations, it was more important that they start 
thinking critically about Ithaca and how their own thoughts could become ideas for 
change, the theme of the following lesson.

The images and observations produced by the students, and their discussion in the third 
lesson, suggest that our lesson did indeed get them thinking more about where they 
live. Our time constraints worked against us, however, and made it difficult to give 
students enough time and direction to try the observation techniques we introduced. A 
future version of the lesson should incorporate more in-class time to practice drawing, 
measuring, or otherwise getting familiar with making observations before going into the 
field. Clearer guidance while in the field would also help keep students stay on track, as 
the lesson requires that students be dispersed around the space. One effective method 
a teacher used to keep students on track was to have them interview people on the 
street and in the local shops, which also gave students useful information from other 
people who were using the space.

New Roots Students
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The lesson should also make time for a wrap-up session immediately after returning 
from field observations, while thoughts are still fresh in students’ minds. This exercise 
would give them a chance to share thoughts with each other, especially if groups were 
not able to visit all the observation sites. The wrap-up could also include the creation of 
a community-made map from students’ collective observations, either making notes on 
a pre-printed map, or drawing from scratch on the board or a large poster. Our lesson 
and the following lesson would have benefited from having a collective product of the 
students’ various observations, demonstrating how many different pieces of information 
can be communicated on the same map.

New Roots Students
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Lesson Plan 3:
How Cities Change

 CRP Instructors: Andrew Bielak, Victoria Demchak
 April 27th 2010

Lesson Description:
Over the course of this class, we’ll be working with students to examine how places 
change over time, discuss some of the reasons for those changes, and think about the 
potential to drive future changes for few places of interest here in Ithaca. We’ll begin 
with a short recap of the some of the mapping and analytic ideas discussed in previous 
classes, and will follow that with a comparison of Ithaca 100 years ago vs. Ithaca today, 
which will help students think about temporal change in space. Next, we’ll be doing a 15 
minute exercise for which students will work in pairs or small groups to look other sites 
and apply some of these conceptions of change to other places in the U.S. or 
throughout the world. Finally, we’ll give the students a chance to apply some of these 
ideas to the sites in Ithaca previously discussed – the Commons, Women’s Community 
Building, and Dewitt Park – by working in small groups to discuss opinions on the sites 
and ideas for future use. 

Anna Brawley
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Lesson Plan: 
How and why do cities grow and 
change?
Overview
· Looking at communities through time – past, present, and future – and how these 

places change over time. 

· Change in action:  Ithaca in 1900 vs. Ithaca today – discussion with entire class 
while showing images on screen at the front of room. Comparing Ithaca of 25, 50 
or 100 years ago with Ithaca of today. (Use of Photos)

· What are the obvious physical changes? 

· What are the less obvious differences – Who is living here, who is working 
here, what kind of work people do, how people here get around (social, 
political, demographic, economic).

· Why did these changes happen? (Technology, transportation, population 
growth, political changes, etc.)

Anna Brawley
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Change in other places. 
· Hand out images of other cities at different points in time (New York City, San 

Francisco, Honolulu, and Jacksonville. Kids are different into pairs, and work 

· together to discuss some of the major changes they see and some of the reasons 
for these changes. At the end of the exercise, the class reconvenes, and we talk 
about some of the major physical and non-physical changes.  

Imagining change at specific sites in Ithaca
· Re-introduce the three sites we are focusing on: what kinds of changes could 

these places undergo in the coming years?

· Explanation of group exercise. Divide class into 5 groups. (Two groups will focus 
on the Commons, two will focus on the P & C, one will focus on Women’s 
Community Center).

·  Each group will analyze one of the sites, and on a large sticky piece of paper will 
brainstorm and write down the following:

· Who is it for?

· What is it used for?

Anna Brawley
· What do you like about it?

· What do you not like about it?

· What needs to change/What should stay the same?
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· Come back together as a class. Kids share their findings as a group. 

Wrapping up and future questions

A few questions to think about:

· Why would these changes improve your site?

· Who would be affected, and how?

· How would you get it done?

Materials
· Markers

· Big sheets of paper

· Photos

·
http://www.shorpy.com/node/7407?size=_original

http://foundsf.org/images/b/b4/
View_of_Market_Street_during_the_streetcar_strike_of_1907_AAD-4930.jpg
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How Cities Change:
Reflections
Our lesson plan centered on notions of change over time.  Victoria and I aimed to get 
the students thinking about how physical, social, economic and political changes can 
remake spaces and alter the way people interact with them. One of our main goals in 
this process was to transition from an abstract discussion of changes that have 
occurred in Ithaca and other places to a brainstorm of changes that could or should 
occur in the future. Focusing on the three previously discussed sites (the Commons, the 
Women’s Community Building, and P & C Grocery), we implored students to think how 
these spaces are currently used, and to use their imagination and visioning skills to talk 
about their potential future. 

We felt pretty satisfied with the way our lesson progressed, and were happy to see a 
number of students develop idealistic yet grounded visions for these spaces.  The 
general level of participation was consistently good, although there were a few students 
who tended to dominate discussion. The kids responded well to the use of pictures 
during the lesson plan, and were able to talk about change from past to present in a 
variety of different contexts. In the last exercise 
(brainstorming about future of spaces in Ithaca) we 
did see a wide range in levels of engagement among 
students, and tried to work with those who were not 
taking the exercise seriously. For future efforts, we 
would imagine that a similar exercise involving 
planning for change might benefit from a bit more 
structure, more specific tasks, or more carefully 
planned organization of groups. 
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Conclusions
We recommend that this project become an annual joint effort between New Roots and 
Cornell City and Regional Planning. Many of the things that we did as a team this year 
could be easily repeated and improved upon by future graduate students and teachers. 
New Roots Charter School was an excellent partner. The teachers were very interested 
in the projects’ success, and the school model fit well with the project goals. New Roots 
takes project-based learning seriously, embraces partnerships, structures courses in 4-6 
week long subject “units”, and has engaged and motivated teachers. New Roots also 
has a wide mix of students from within Ithaca and 15 other school districts within the 
region; students bring an interesting variety of experience and knowledge into the 
classroom, which provides opportunities for student-to-student learning.

While we were hoping to partner with the City of Ithaca on the city’s Comprehensive 
Plan update, the timing did not work out. New Roots teachers did invite community 
members to attend the classroom presentations that the students developed. This lent a 
sense of value to the students’ work, but did not offer an opportunity to provide direct 
feedback to decision-makers or to engage directly with an actual planning process. We 
were able to select some relevant local topics to engage with, including the just-emptied 
P&C grocery store site, the Ithaca Commons – which is constantly in a state of flux – 
and the Women’s Community Building, where students eat their lunch, and which is 
expected to be redeveloped into an affordable housing complex. In the future, the 
project should engage directly with an actual planning process, wherever possible.
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The student’s final projects/presentations were well thought-out: they included poster-
size displays, supporting documents like brochures, sketches, well-prepared comments, 
and 3-D models. The New Roots staff did a commendable job following up on the 
lessons that we initiated and seeing them through to completion.

We received a small amount of local planning media coverage for the project, through 
the Cornell Planner (a CRP publication) and the Upstate NY Planner (newsletter of the 
Upstate NY Chapter of the American Planning Association). In the future, project 
participants may wish to invite additional media to cover the project, such as The Ithaca 
Journal or Ithaca Times. In addition, the educators engaged in the project may wish to 
consider writing an article for the publication Rethinking Schools Journal. They have 
expressed interest to New Roots teacher Mary Grover in doing a special issue on 
teaching urban planning to high school students.

We welcome feedback and/or questions. Please don’t hesitate to contact us if you 
would like additional photos or resources. Thank you again to everyone: all participants 
and supporters.

Anna, Tom, Andrew, Celia, Victoria and Karla
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Appendix
and Related Documents

Documents available electronically only – please request from any of us. 

Celia Benton   crb233@cornell.edu

Andrew Bielak  amb474@cornell.edu

Anna Brawley  abb93@cornell.edu

Karla de Leon  kpd34@cornell.edu

Victoria Demchak  vmd23@cornell.edu

Tom Knipe   trk44@cornell.edu

A – CRP Independent study work plan 

B – The Ithaca Vision Plan Challenge – final project description, developed by New 
Roots teachers

C – Project web links and other references

D – Story, Cornell Planner – May 2010

E – Greensburg, KS Comprehensive Plan
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