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By Rachel Gilroy

SUBJECTS
Environmental Science
Social Studies
Writing
Art

Perception 
of Place

Evolving Cities Lesson 4

Justice

       Objectives

       Overview

Materials and Resources

Sustainability 

Glossary Terms:

This lesson focuses on asking the essential questions: 
	 •	What	is	sustainability?	
	 •	How	can	cities	be	sustainable?
It also asks students to consider the question,  “Why do people perceive 
places in diff erent ways?”  as they explore urban ecology and develop 
creative paths to urban sustainability. The task requires systems thinking 
and an awareness of the interconnectedness of environment, society, 
economy  and cultural vitality. Students will also discover that building 
the defi nition of sustainability requires a consensus among all community 
members as they create it.

Students will:
1. Defi ne sustainability and the context of the word.
2. Create a relationship with the local community around 

sustainability.
3. Investigate what it means for a city to be sustainable.
4. Explore and evaluate what elements determine sustainability in the 

urban environment.
5. Share fi ndings with peers.

•	Digital	camera	(phone	cameras	will	suffi		ce)		
*it is easy to assume that every teenager has a phone with a camera.  It 

is important to be sensitive to the fact that some may not.  In this event, 
have school cameras on hand to loan, or partner students together.

•	Writing	tools
•	Notebooks	or	journals
•	Laptops	and	Internet	access
•	Maps	of	your	city	(photocopies	are	fi	ne	–	consider	laminating)
•	Digital	projector	

High school classroom and your city/neighborhood
Virtual connection to another city/neighborhood/country.
     

This will vary depending on how much time you can dedicate.  It could be a 
weeklong project or could be expanded into a small unit allowing for more 
depth.  Students should have at least one to two nights plus class time to 
complete their end piece. 

       Setting

Time Needed

Community
& Sustainability

This Copyright Agreement is made 
and eff ective on 2/19/13 between 
Akiima Price, the author of What’s 
Good in My Hood on behalf of the 
New York Restoration Project (NYRP) 
and The Nature Conservancy.
 
Assignor: Akiima Price, Author/
Creator of What’s Good in My Hood 
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In the design of this project, the challenge was scaffolding the words sustain and sustainability.  The 
words require an understanding of the differences between interdependence and independence; 
i.e., systems thinking. 

In transforming an independent perspective into an interdependent view, we found strength in 
the co-creation process between staff and students.  I went with the assumption that if I want 
“something” to sustain, to live on, to flourish, perhaps the core value of this desire correlates to love. 
Upon further reflection I thought of the developmental stages of a teenager; i.e., instead of focusing 
on purely environmental or economics perspectives of the sustainability Venn diagram, I wanted 
to explore entering this concept through social and cultural vitality.  I asked the students, “What 
do you love and what sustains you?”  This lesson allows students to grasp a basic understanding of 
sustainability and how it relates to the urban environment. 

Helpful resources for background information
These articles provide an interesting context for what sustainability
means and looks like in an urban context:  

•	Ecological Design, Urban Places, and the Culture of Sustainability: Can City-Building Foster a 
Culture of Sustainability? by William Eisenstein http://www.spur.org/publications/library/
article/ecologicaldesign09012001 

•	The Road to Curitiba by Arthur Lubow, The New York Times, May 20, 2007. http://www.
nytimes.com/2007/05/20/magazine/20Curitiba-t.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 

•	The	Second	Pillar	of	Sustainable	Development	by	Su’	Ad	Muse,
 Just Focus: Youth Focus for a Just World
  http://www.justfocus.org.nz/tag/sustainability/ 

Contrary to common belief, urban systems can be more environmentally sustainable than rural or 
suburban living. With people and resources located so close to one another, it is possible to save 
energy through such systems as food transportation and mass transit.  The urban environmental 
design process starts with trying to understand our sense of place, by considering the systems-
thinking approach of urban communities, i.e., equity in relation to society, economics and the 
environment.  This lesson pays respect to the complexities associated with creating the definition of 
the word sustainability, which means paying due attention to social equity and economics, to the 
arts and culture and, perhaps most important of all, to helping students develop this understanding 
into their definition of sustainability and connection to their urban natural environment.

Background Information

Urban Relevance
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Before beginning this project, you will need to make a connection with students in another urban 
area.  One possible way to do this is by using Pals Global Community http://www.epals.com/.  This 
site allows teachers to “safely connect with classrooms around the world for collaborative, project-
based learning.” If you are not able to find a school to partner with, you can present a randomly 
generated list of 20 or so cities in the U.S. (go beyond the U.S. if you would like) for students to 
choose from (for a geography extension, have students do a mapping activity first to make sure they 
can identify where all of these cities are).

•	Once	you	have	made	contact	with	a	school	and	a	teacher,	explain	the	objective	of	this	
project at your school and that you would like to create a partnership to share information 
about your two cities so you can evaluate what makes a city sustainable and how your two 
cities match up on this front.  

•	Arrange	for	weekly	check-ins	and	a	method	of	communication:	email,	Skype,	instant	
messaging, or maybe even a Facebook or Google Groups page dedicated to this project 
(be sure to check with your school regarding security in using social media).  If you will be 
sharing files, consider setting up a Google Drive or a Dropbox account that both schools will 
have access to.

•	Once	you	have	arranged	a	partnership,	students	must	record	the	name	of	the	school,	the	
teacher contact, the partner class and the city that school is in.  They should also prepare a 
section of their notebook/journal dedicated to the interactions and communications that 
will take place with the partner school.  Suggestion: Model the recordkeeping for students to 
help them with the organization of this task.

Procedure
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Cities continue to add innovative green space like the High Line in New York.
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I. Creating a student-driven context for “Sustainability”

1. Write the word “sustainability” on the board.   Ask the class to think quietly about the 
meaning of this word for one minute and to write their thoughts in their notebook or 
journal. (Hint: What does it mean “to sustain”?)  Be sure to tell students that there are no 
wrong answers at this point, that this is more of a brainstorm activity.  Everyone MUST write!

2. Have students “Think, Pair and Share” with a partner for five minutes and discuss what they 
think sustainability means.  Partners share with class.

3. Chart student responses.

4. As students develop their own definition for sustainability, this definition will need to be 
unpacked. Provide questions to drive thinking, such as:

  a) If city residents did not recycle, is that way of life sustainable?  Why or why not?
  b) If every person who lived in a city drove a car in the city every day, is that way of  

      life sustainable?  Why or why not? 
  c) If we know that eventually the earth will run out of oil, and car companies do not  

     develop cars that use less fuel or alternative fuels, is that way of life sustainable?    
     Why or why not?

      *Add more examples as needed.

5. Explain to students that in this project, they are going to be exploring the idea of sustainable 
cities.  What does this mean?  How can a city be sustainable or not sustainable?  *Refer to 
examples from the articles in the Background Information section.

6. Discuss sustainability in urban areas:
	 	 •		Are	cities	sustainable?		Why	or	why	not?		If	not,	can	they	be?
	 	 •		What	elements	of	our	city/neighborhood	are	sustainable?	Why?	Provide	a		 	

    minimum of three examples.
    *This may be difficult for students to do without some background.  You could 

provide examples (such as green roofs or carpool lanes) and/or you could assign 
the article, Top Five Most Sustainable Cities in the World by Michael d’Estries.  Be sure 
to include guiding questions and factor in class time to discuss the article.  http://
www.ecomagination.com/top-five-most-sustainable-cities-in-the-world

 Jigsaw the reading by breaking the class into five groups and assigning one city to 
each group to read about and report back to the class. 
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II. On Assignment

Instructions to students: Take pictures of what sustains you. (Relate back to the description in the 
“Background Information” section of this lesson: What evidence of sustainability have we seen in our 
own lives and community?

1. Load pictures onto    
classroom computer.
2. Discuss images as a group: 
Students categorize pictures, 
eliminate unwanted ones, 
choose highlights and explain 
why they chose the ones they 
did.
3. Using highlights, discuss/ 
write: Why is each photo an 
example of sustainability? 
4. Share images with 
partnered school and 
compare notes, ideas and 
explanation.

III. Sustainability In Our Partner City

Before undertaking this portion of the lesson, students must research the partner city to find out 
what, if any, sustainability actions have been taken (this should be done without judgment of the 
partner city – it is simply a fact-finding mission).  This will take some guidance on research and 
should be modeled before students begin.  If for example, the partner city is Oakland, Calif., how 
would students find out if this city is sustainable?  How would they start?  In general, a good place to 
start is simply to enter “Oakland+sustainability” as a Google search.  This will direct students to the 
site Sustainable Oakland http://www2.oaklandnet.com/Government/o/PWA/o/FE/s/SO/index.htm.  
Here, they will find out what Oakland is doing to be more sustainable.  Similar sites exist for many 
cities.  

Once students have researched the partner city, they must answer the following question:
	 •	What	evidence	is	there	that	this	particular	city	has	sustainable	practices?

IV. On Assignment 2
Explain to students that they will be sustainability investigators in their neighborhood/city.  Now 
that they know what sustainability means in general and in cities and have discussed/seen some 
examples of it in action, they will go out to see if they can find examples of it locally.  

1. Give students a map of the city.

2. Explain to students that they will be looking for examples of sustainability (this works 
best as a HW assignment, but you can also arrange to take a “walking around the city/
neighborhood” field trip).  
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One example of sustainability students may discover are city buses switching to cleaner fuels.
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3. When students see an example of sustainability, they must take a picture of it, describe it in 
their notebook and indicate on the map where it is.  

4. Students categorize pictures, eliminate unwanted ones, choose highlights and explain why 
they chose the ones they did.  

5. Students download their photos onto a computer and create a PowerPoint slide show of 
their findings.  *Remind students to keep their slide show SIMPLE.  Large photos and just a 
few words describing how they show a sustainable practice are all that is needed.  

6. Students share their slide show with their classmates (slide shows should be no more than 
    2 minutes long).

7. Discuss images as a group.  Why is each photo an example of sustainability? What are some 
similarities and differences in the photographs? 

8. Share images with partnered school and compare notes, ideas and explanations.

Extension 
1. Students write poems to accompany the images. 
2. Ask other students to write poems to the images and compare the poems. 
3. Research culture and cultural diversity as the fourth pillar of sustainability, using the 

following resource: http://www.cultureandcommunities.ca/downloads/Salons/Salon3-
handout.pdf 

4. Present findings using a Venn diagram.
5. Discuss what students have learned from this activity, and relate this new knowledge to a 

broader discussion of how defining “sustainable” can affect political situations.  Are there any 
political debates in the United States that relate to this word?  

 Example Reading:  Sustainability Comes of Age by Henry Fountain, New York Times http://
www.nytimes.com/2010/01/03/education/03urbansustain.html 

 (Be sure to generate guiding questions for this or other articles students will read).

Extension 2
Often, the idea of the cycle of nature leaves out the impact humans have on that cycle.  This lesson 
is intended to encourage students to think of themselves in that cycle and impacting that cycle.  
This extension activity poses the question, “How do humans/I fold into nature’s already sustainable 
systems?”  Use this montage image from the New York Restoration Project’s sustainability workbook, 
“What’s Good in My Hood” (by Akiima Price), to stimulate a conversation around natural systems 
and human impact.  When students explore this montage image, they should discuss and write a 
response to that driving question. They can refer to and incorporate elements of their writing from 
the previous portion of the lesson to further their thinking here.

Next page: For the good consideration, the NYRP as copyright holder, hereby grants permission to The Nature Conservancy to 
use portions (The following elements have been reworked into a montage image (see attached): Page 20 Urban Scene: Water is 
Everywhere Around Us and Allows us to Survive, Page 21: Storm water and Wastewater, Page 19: The Water Cycle) of What’s Good in 
My Hood to further the environmental literacy of teachers and students.
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Performance Task Overview: 

Part 1 (45 minutes)
In small groups, students will share their photographs and discuss their opinion on the topic and 
how this experience has shaped their definition of sustainability. Include photographs they have 
taken, sources they’ve read and notes on their conversations.

*Note: Use same format when sharing with another school.
      
Part 2 (10 minutes per student)
Students will compose a full-length informational presentation on the characteristics they have 
collected and how those characteristics led to their definition of sustainability.  Their aim should 
be to reveal how their definition of sustainability developed through their exploration process – 
photographs, readings, coursework and experiences outside of the classroom – reflecting specifically 
on environment, society, economy and cultural vitality. 

*Note: Use same format when sharing with another school.

Part 3 (45 minutes) 
Students are ultimately tasked with writing an informational essay analyzing the relationships 
of the key elements of urban ecology and sustainability through photographic inventory. They 
will read two texts and two quotes, taking notes on these sources. They will then respond to 
three constructed-response questions addressing the research skills of analyzing and evaluating 
information.

Lesson Assessment: 

Informative Essay: Write an informative essay that determines the central design ideas that you 
explored through this exercise. Reflect specifically on environment, society, economy and cultural 
vitality as key components of sustainability.

1. In determining sustainability, is one aspect more important than the others?  
2. What urban natural resources did you discover? How does human behavior impact them?  

 How about culture? Art? Music? 
3. Analyze if and how an unsustainable activity can be altered to adhere to the components of 

sustainability. How do you think sustainability is affected by economics? By societal norms 
and assumptions?

•	Essay	will	be	assessed	using	the	4-point	Informative-Explanatory	Writing	Rubric.
•	Prewriting,	Drafting	and	Revising	will	be	involved.

Assessment
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4-point Informative-Explanatory (Grades 6–11) Writing Rubric

Score Statement of Purpose/Focus and Organization Development: Language and                       Conventions
                Elaboration of Evidence         

Statement of Purpose/Focus           Organization Elaboration  of Evidence     Language and Vocabulary

The response is
consistently and
purposefully focused:
- controlling idea,
opinion or claim is
clearly stated and
strongly maintained
- controlling idea,
opinion or claim is
introduced and
communicated clearly
within the context

The response is
adequately sustained
and generally
focused:
- focus is clear and
for the most part
maintained, though 
some loosely related 
material may be present
- some context for
the controlling idea or
main idea of the topic
is adequate

The response is
somewhat sustained
and may have a
minor drift in focus:
- may be clearly
focused on the 
controlling or main 
idea, but is insufficiently 
sustained
- controlling idea or
main idea may be
unclear and somewhat 
unfocused

The response may be
related to the topic
but may provide little or 
no focus:
- may be very brief
- may have a major drift
- focus may be confusing 
or ambiguous

The response has a 
clear and effective 
organizational structure 
creating unity and 
completeness:
- effective, consistent use 
of a variety of transitional
strategies
- logical progression of
ideas from beginning 
to end
- effective introduction 
and conclusion for the 
audience and purpose
- strong connections 
among ideas, with some 
syntactic variety

The response has an 
evident organizational 
structure and a sense of 
completeness, though 
there may be minor flaws 
and some ideas may be 
loosely connected:
- adequate use of 
transitional strategies 
with some variety
- adequate progression of
ideas from beginning 
to end
- adequate introduction 
and conclusion
- adequate, if slightly
inconsistent, connection 
among ideas

The response has an
inconsistent 
organizational
structure, and flaws are
evident:
- inconsistent use of
transitional strategies 
with little variety
- uneven progression of 
ideas from beginning 
to end
- conclusion and 
introduction, if present, 
are weak
- weak connection 
among ideas

The response has 
little or no discernible 
organizational structure:
- few or no transitional
strategies are evident
- frequent extraneous 
ideas may intrude

The response provides 
thorough and 
convincing
support/evidence for 
the controlling idea 
or main idea that 
includes the effective 
use of sources, facts and 
details. The response 
achieves
substantial depth that is 
specific and relevant:
- use of evidence 
from sources is 
smoothly integrated, 
comprehensive,
relevant and concrete
- effective use of a 
variety of elaborative 
techniques

The response provides
adequate support/
evidence for the 
controlling idea or
main idea that includes 
the use of sources, facts 
and details:
- some evidence from 
sources
is integrated, though 
citations
may be general or 
imprecise
- adequate use of some
elaborative techniques

The response provides
uneven, cursory
support/evidence for 
the controlling idea or 
main idea that includes 
partial or uneven use 
of sources, facts, and 
details:
- evidence from sources 
is weakly integrated, 
and citations, if present, 
are uneven
- weak or uneven use of
elaborative techniques

The response provides
minimal support/
evidence for the 
controlling idea or main
idea that includes little 
or no use of sources, 
facts and details:
- use of evidence from
sources is minimal, 
absent, in error or 
irrelevant

The response clearly and 
effectively expresses 
ideas, using precise 
language:
- use of academic 
and domain-specific 
vocabulary is clearly 
appropriate for the 
audience and purpose

The response 
adequately
expresses ideas,
employing a mix of
precise with more 
general language:
- use of domain-specific
vocabulary is generally
appropriate for the
audience and purpose

The response expresses
ideas unevenly, using
simplistic language:
- use of domain-specific
vocabulary may at times 
be inappropriate for the 
audience and purpose

The response expression 
of ideas is vague, lacks
clarity or is confusing:
- uses limited language 
or domain-specific 
vocabulary
- may have little sense 
of the audience and 
purpose

The response
demonstrates a
strong command of 
conventions:
- few, if any, errors
in usage and
sentence formation
- effective and
consistent use of
punctuation,
capitalization and 
spelling

The response
demonstrates an
adequate command
of conventions:
- some errors in
usage and sentence
formation are
present, but no
systematic pattern
of errors is displayed
- adequate use of
punctuation,
capitalization and
spelling

The response
demonstrates a
partial command of
conventions:
- frequent errors in
usage may obscure
meaning
- inconsistent use
of punctuation,
capitalization and
spelling

The response
demonstrates a
lack of command of 
conventions:
- errors are
frequent and
severe, and
meaning is often
obscure

4

3

2

1

0 A response gets no credit if it provides no evidence of the ability to write full informational/ explanatory texts, attending to purpose and audience.



 
T E AC H I N G  TO L E R A N C E

Montgomery, Alabama

The Southern Poverty Law Center is a nonprofi t civil 
rights organization founded by civil rights lawyers 
Morris Dees and Joseph Levin Jr. in 1971dedicated 
to fi ghting hate and bigotry and to seeking justice 
for the most vulnerable members of society.   Our 
innovative Teaching Tolerance program produces 

and distributes – free of charge – documentary fi lms, 
books, lesson plans and other materials that promote 

tolerance and respect in our nation’s schools.   We 
are based in Montgomery, Ala., the birthplace of the 

modern civil rights movement, and have offi  ces in 
Atlanta, New Orleans, Miami, Fla., and Jackson, Miss.

www.tolerance.org
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