Turning
the

Classroom

Inside-Out

After-School Class Offers
Students a Unique
Perspective on the
Environment and Heightens
Their Sense of Place in It
by Sarah Goldblatt, AIA
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It is never too early to study environmental literacy
— or at least some elementary schools don’t seem to
think so. That is why an after-school enrichment class
at Academia Ana Marie Sandoval is in the works. This
Denver Public Schools’ dual-language Montessori
school — nestled in Denver’s Highland neighborhood — is expanding opportunities for students to
learn about their relationship with resources and sustainability right in their own backyard.
The Green Neighborhood Class, as it is called, was
developed by architects whose children attend the
school and who wished to share their expertise on
the environment. In this case, their classroom is the
school’s neighborhood.
Michael Tavel, AIA, specializes in sustainable cities and urban neighborhoods. He began talking
with teachers, parents and the principal a few years
ago about how he and other design professionals
within the school community could contribute to
the students’ learning opportunities. At the time,
another parent and architect, Yael Nyholm, AIA,
was continuing to develop the school’s Garden
Wellness Committee and nurture its relationship
with Slow Food Denver — a local organization

that wanted Sandoval students to participate in a
new Youth Farmers’ Market. The two merged their
ideas into a popular after-school program lasting
from September until November. Principal JoAnn
Trujillo Hays was delighted with the class, noting,
“Traditionally, in schools, we have decided what we
want children to do, but there is more power in a
parent deciding to share what they love doing with
the children — this comes from the passion of the
parent, and it grows from there.”
Building on the Montessori philosophy that “children’s firsthand observation and research of the
community as well as the natural world allow them
to fathom the mysteries of the universe,” the eightweek class presented first- through sixth-graders
with the opportunity to explore their own physical

“Traditionally, in schools, we have
decided what we want children to
do, but there is more power in a
parent deciding to share what they
love doing with the children — this
comes from the passion of the parent,
and it grows from there.” — JoAnn Trujillo Hays
urban environment. Through field trips, treasure
hunts, art projects and work in the school’s garden,
the students were exposed to vegetable cultivation, local food, composting, raising animals, map
reading and navigation with a compass, cycles of
the sun and water, and sustainable architecture and
landscapes. Each week, a different architect or landscape professional taught the class, adding his or
her own unique perspective on local resources.
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Farmers’ market stand

One week, the kids got to tour the neighborhood
to identify trees and leaves and their shading qualities.
Another week, groups of children and instructors walked
to neighborhood grocery stores — one commercial
and the other specializing in local, seasonal products — each armed with identical lists of vegetables
to locate. The investigation resulted in a stimulating
conversation among the children about conventional
and organic produce. A neighborhood treasure hunt
introduced pedestrian wayfinding with compasses and
maps leading to surprise destinations, including a solar
home made from recycled materials and backyards
filled with bees, goats and baby chickens. While the
topic of each class varied, the one constant was the
weekly measurement of the length of the shadow falling from the playground’s tetherball pole to illustrate
the Earth’s rotation and changing sun angles. “The
kids were impacted by the simplest things that don’t
require technology,” Nyholm observed.
The class culminated with the development of a
model city block where each student applied his or
her newly acquired knowledge to a cardboard construction of his or her ideal sustainable home. Tavel
acknowledged, “The emphasis wasn’t so much on the
building as an object but, rather, as a place that has an
indoors and an outdoors.” As he notes, the class “was
not about imparting information to the kids. It was
about giving them memorable experiences.”
It is these experiences that Tavel and Nyholm
hope will enable the children to connect with their
surroundings and increase their awareness of the
resources that make up their urban neighborhood.
This sentiment parallels Principal Trujillo Hays’ hope
for her students that they become “citizens in the
world, not citizens of the world.” ●
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Redefining
AIA Colorado South and
Its Community Partners
Rethink the Expansive
Vision That Established
the Pikes Peak Region

by Sarah Goldblatt, AIA
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A view of Pikes Peak from downtown Colorado Springs
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ewer than 10 communities nationwide are selected each
year to participate in a grant program funded through The
American Institute of Architects Center for Communities
by Design — a leading provider of pro bono technical assistance
and participatory planning for community sustainability.

Last year, the Pikes Peak Region was
one of those fortunate communities.
While grappling with the adverse
effects of a down economy on
the region’s building industry, AIA
Colorado South members have
remained optimistic that focused
planning and strategizing will allow
the region to emerge as a leader in
sustainable, livable communities. They
have engaged in numerous initiatives,
including the Livable Communities
Charrette in June 2010, Dream City
2020 and the AIA Great Streets/Great
Skylines AIA 150 project. Each effort
pursued a vision for vibrant, sustainable growth and preservation of the

region’s natural beauty. “The common
denominator of all these events is the
lack of true implementation strategies,” acknowledged Lou Galletta, AIA,
AIA Colorado South 2011 president.

submitted a grant proposal to AIA
National for a Sustainable Design
Assessment Team (SDAT) to assist
the Pikes Peak Region and its citizens
in addressing key issues facing their

“Our population is growing, but the single-family home
is perhaps not the best choice — mixed-use development
might be more appropriate.” — Adam Thesing, AIA
In the fall of 2010, AIA Colorado
South recognized an opportunity to
move beyond dialogue. Members

community. These include transportation and connectivity, real estate
and economic development, in-fill

SDAT Project Details
What Is the Sustainable
Design Assistance Team (SDAT)?

• June Williamson – Retrofitting
Suburbia/ Urban Design

SDAT is a grant program of the Center

• Kristine Williams, AICP – Transportation

for Communities by Design at The

• Chuck D’Aprix – Economic Development

American Institute of Architects (AIA),

• Richard Ward, CRE, CEcD, AICP – Real

Washington, D.C., that brings together

Estate Analysis

assembled from across the country to

AIA National Staff Members

provide a roadmap for communities

• Erin Simmons, Director – Design
Assistance Programs
• Joel Mills, Director – Center for

Applicant: AIA Colorado South

Communities by Design

SDAT Steering Committee Co-Chair
Urban Design Committee Chair
• R.J. Steer, AIA, SDAT Steering

particular communities.
• A report highlighting the strengths
and weaknesses of the community
with regard to sustainability, along
to change.
• Consultations after a three-day visit.
• A conference call six months after
delivery of the assessment report to
review progress.
• One-day follow-up visit to complete

• William L. Fisher, AIA, 2010 President,
• Lou Galletta, AIA, 2011 President,

members are from outside the

with the opportunities and obstacles

architects and other professionals

seeking to improve their sustainability.

most objective assessment, the team

Components of the SDAT

a secondary assessment one year

Community Assistance Program

after the SDAT report is delivered.

• Preliminary visit.
• Three-day visit from a multidisci-

Funding

Committee Co-Chair, Urban

plinary team. A team of architects

AIA National provides up to $15,000

Design Committee

and other professionals is selected

in services for each project, and com-

for each multidisciplinary SDAT team

munities are expected to contribute a

based on their credentials and the

$5,000 cash match and raise additional

Sustainable Design Assistance Team

specific needs of each community.

resources through in-kind donations

(SDAT) Members for Pikes Peak Region

The team works in conjunction with

and matches.

• Lee Quill, FAIA – Team Leader

local stakeholders to help shape the

• Ron Thomas, AICP – Land

community’s strategy to increase

• Adam T. Thesing, AIA, 2012 President

Use/Sustainability

sustainability. In order to provide the
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development and land-use policy, and
sustainable regional planning.
Led by a multi-disciplinary team
of volunteer experts from across the
country and AIA National staff, the
SDAT engaged in an intensive assessment effort with AIA Colorado South
members, regional stakeholders and
community leaders. The three-day
process, following a preliminary visit,
included public town-hall meetings,
in-depth breakout sessions of the
key study areas, working development sessions and a closing public
presentation of the results. While the
final report is expected in early 2012,
chapter members are confident that
the desired outcome of steps toward
an implementable plan to help guide
and shape a sustainable future for the
region is attainable — but not without
broad support and collaboration from
the numerous partnerships that were
forged through the SDAT process.
Indeed, as part of the SDAT application, AIA Colorado South discovered
an encouraging level of consensus
from other regional groups. It became
apparent that many of Colorado
Springs’ institutions, military installations, and neighborhood and grassroots organizations are in pursuit of
common goals. Some, like Fort Carson,
are on the region’s leading edge of
sustainable policy and action seeking a net-zero community. Harnessing
this momentum and garnering support from the newly empowered
Colorado Springs mayor and City

SDAT member visit

“The SDAT identified relevant case studies from
throughout the country, and these will be a tremendous
resource for us to explore to understand what others
have done to turn their communities around.” — Lou Galletta, AIA
Council could help AIA Colorado South
assist the Pikes Peak Area Council
of Governments make inroads on
its imperative to create a Regional
Sustainability Plan and set it in motion.
The Roadblocks?
Changing the perception of a public that has grown so accustomed
to an automobile-oriented built
environment and the policymakers
who have promoted single-use zoning and unsustainable growth patterns. The SDAT team referenced the
recent quality-of-life indicators for
the Pikes Peak region and found that
the suburban-style home is in abundance in Colorado Springs,
but the baby boomers who
SDAT meeting
currently dominate the area’s
population and many younger
professionals are seeking
more urban lifestyles. Adam
Thesing, AIA, AIA Colorado
South 2012 president, noted,
“Our population is growing,
but the single-family home is
perhaps not the best choice
— mixed-use development
might be more appropriate.”
Commercial corridors like
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Academy Boulevard are in decline in
areas with abandoned malls and bigbox stores. Single-use zoning requires
residents to leave their neighborhoods
to access goods and services, thereby
increasing traffic and demands on
infrastructure and, in some cases, creating a lack of mobility due to insufficient transit options.
The Next Steps?
AIA Colorado South members and
regional stakeholders agree it is time
to move from conceptual to actual.
But reversing decades of thinking
about cars and cities is undeniably
a slow process. “The SDAT identified
relevant case studies from throughout the country,” Galletta explained,
“and these will be a tremendous
resource for us to explore to understand what others have done to turn
their communities around.”
William Fisher, AIA, AIA Colorado
South 2010 president, concurred. “It
is invaluable having someone from
outside looking at what we have
and observing the patterns and
trends that maybe we’ve stopped
seeing and realizing that we have
tremendous opportunities.” ●

