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Welcome to the Observer 

The Observer 2010: Developing a Sense of Place 
There’s no doubt that local and place-based environmental education has become an important focus of our 

educational efforts over the past several years.  Educators and environmentalists are working hard to find ways to 
bring environmentalism home to people on a local level – to help them relate personally with the natural world.   
There have been many important voices over the past decade calling out for us to listen more closely to ourselves 

and world around us: Richard Louv, Michael Pollan, David Sobel and Michael Caduto just to name a few.  And here 
are a few more.  This issue of the Observer features thought-provoking articles that hone in on efforts to teach on a 

more local and personal level.  Enjoy!! 
 
Featured Articles 
 
One Learning Landscape 
by Erika Zekos, Learning By Design in Massachusetts 
 
“When I’m tossing and turning and can’t get to sleep at night, I rebuild the den up at the end of our road when I 
was ten.  The smell of fir trees while I put the boughs on the roof and relining the stones for the walkway and gate 
calm me down and put me to sleep.”  ~ school teacher interviewed by David Sobel in Children’s Special Places 
 
Environmental education that connects our built and natural environments  
What do you think of when asked to envision “the environment”?  Do you immediately call to mind green places 
and wet places; fields, forests, oceans, streams or other “outside” landscapes?  What about the built environment?  
Where do buildings, roads, subways and plazas fit in to your picture?   Perhaps you’ve heard by now that in the U.S. 
the building sector accounts for nearly half (49%) of our energy consumption and almost 47% of CO2 emissions 
(Architecture 2030.org).  The energy needed to produce materials, ship them across the globe, construct and then 
power, heat and cool our buildings has an enormous impact on our personal lives and global environmental health. 
 
Despite these statistics, the built environment is critical to our existence.  It’s clear that we need architecture and 
urban systems, but it’s also clear that we need to do a better job designing them. The character and quality of our 
built spaces and their overall impact on our natural environment and our communities are a critical area for 
understanding, after all, we spend a great deal of time in indoor spaces – for the vast majority of us, time at work or 
school and home account for most of our hours.  In urban areas, even time spent in outside spaces (in our parks and 
streets) is defined by the buildings that surround us.  In addition, many of us share memories similar to the one 
expressed in the quote above about creating our own childhood architecture of forts or dens within and totally of the 
natural world around us.  Children see their built and natural environments as one world… environmental education 
would be all the stronger if we followed their lead and connected learning about the built and natural environments 
into one learning landscape. 
  
How can understanding the relationship between our natural landscapes, communities, and the buildings we need to 
house our lives lead us to create a healthier system for all?  
 
At Learning By Design in Massachusetts (LBD:MA) we have created a curriculum for middle school classrooms 
that asks that key question.  Our interdisciplinary, project-based program called “Kids Design a Sustainable Future” 
(KDSF), addresses this relationship at multiple scales by considering both the local and the global understanding of 
place.  Developed from ideas contributed by teachers, environmental educators, green architects and engineers, the 
curriculum increases student knowledge of green/sustainable architecture and design and gives students the 
opportunity to use the Design Process and 21st century skills to develop ideas for their own sustainable future. 
 
With architecture’s contribution to sustainable design as our theme, and the natural world as our guide, KDSF 
engages students, teachers and architects in design activities that explore the interconnectivity of Natural Systems 
(site, sun, wind, water, habitats), Community Systems (history, culture, transportation, economics) and Building 
Systems (size, function, heating/cooling, lighting, plumbing).   
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In a recent program fourth, fifth and seventh grade students and teachers at the Maria L. Baldwin School in 
Cambridge, MA had this opportunity. They explored how a designer’s choices about Site, Sun, Wind, Water and 
Building Materials affect the sustainability of architecture, our communities and the environment.  The students 
worked through a series of six sessions and culminated their KDSF program with an “EcoCenter” design project that 
integrated all of their learning.  
  
In the classroom sessions, led by LBD:MA master teachers, students explored program themes as they viewed 
interactive slide sets, took field trips, used Massachusetts green buildings as case studies, and completed hands-on 
design projects. In each activity students engaged in critical thinking about their world. 
 
During the first session of the workshop students defined what sustainability means to them by examining what they 
already do to contribute to a healthy environment (such as recycling, using energy efficient light bulbs, etc.).  They 
also considered how to find a balance between designing and building communities and conserving the natural 
environment.  Then, in a hands-on exercise they created a shelter for a scale person, from just one sheet of paper that 
represented their entire world. Although there was some initial frustration with the limitations of the material, 
students made beautiful, climate-focused structures that exemplified their personal definitions of sustainability. 
 
In a subsequent workshop session, students learned how the sun influences the design of buildings.  They reviewed 
concepts including the path of the sun during a day and through the seasons, solar gain, daylighting, and passive and 
active solar power; they also observed how architects have employed these concepts.  The students then became 
designers themselves.  Design teams were given a simple building (a white box) and asked to consider a landscape 
and climate similar to their school’s own.  They determined the solar orientation of their building and manipulated 
the box to maximize the positive affects and minimize the negative effects of the sun.  Students cut openings to let in 
daylight, added material to block the sun with overhangs and shutters, and added solar panels, trees for shade, etc.  
When they arrived at a design they thought was successful, they tested the buildings using the sun (a light bulb) and 
tracked its path throughout the day in both the summer and the winter to see how their building interacted with the 
sun both inside and out. 
 
The workshop culminated with a project for an EcoCenter design to be located in Cambridge.  Student design teams 
first defined and set goals for their buildings. They determined who, what, where and why they were designing the 
building and developed a ‘design statement’ that helped to guide their design decisions. One 5th grade team’s 
statement read, “We will design a building that helps the environment and keeps stray animals safe until they can be 
adopted.”  Teams then brainstormed solutions through writing and sketching in their sketchbooks.  When teams had 
agreed upon a strategy to move forward, they began to build their 3D models. Using boxes, construction paper and 
lots of recycled materials, students created their buildings and surrounding landscape. Their models, sketchbooks 
and posters were presented at the school science fair, providing many opportunities for the students to discuss what 
they had learned. 
 
The students at the Baldwin School understand that they are the stewards of a sustainable future.  They appreciate, 
through their research and hands-on experiences, that to create that future they need to consider how the natural, 
community and building systems can work to benefit one another.   
 
 
 

photo caption:  Baldwin School 5th grade design team EcoCenter model 
 
Learning By Design in Massachusetts is an architecture and design 
education provider - we bring design activities focusing on people, places 
and spaces into the heart of K-12 learning across Massachusetts. 
 
LBD:MA draws on the power of architecture and design to build within 
each child an essential structure for learning and creating that will inform 
every endeavor in their lives. Today’s children are the designers of a better 
tomorrow. 
 
Visit us at www.architects.org/LBD. 


