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Project background and intent
In connection with the 2002 Upper Midwest Planning Conference (APA chapters from Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, and Iowa) hosted by the states of Iowa, Illinois, Minnesota and Wisconsin, and in conjunction with the World Town Planning Day, a planning education conference track for children in the conference’s host city of Des Moines, Iowa was developed.  Using the Center for Understanding the Built Environment’s (CUBE) Box City teaching manual and Kids & Community materials, a hands-on, interactive track was designed for young school-aged children (ages 5 – 9). 
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Subsequently, children ages 5 to 9 from the Des Moines Downtown School were recruited to participate in this project.   After a six-week training on the principles of city development and land planning, the students built their own “Box City.”  
The primary purpose of the Kids Building Community program is to get teachers to incorporate the importance of land planning into their curriculum, to introduce students to the importance of proper land planning, and to excite students about the profession of planning.

This project differed from the Box City Festival Project (a previous APA grant-funded project of the Iowa APA) in that the Box City Festival was a two-day program for children conducted at the Science Center in Cedar Rapids.  The children came to the Science Center, were issued building permits, and built a Box City.  The present project was a collaboration between the Iowa APA and the Des Moines Independent School District that incorporated planning, land use and environmental science into the school curriculum for children ages 5 to 9. 

Description of the process involved

Three teachers volunteered their time, and classroom, to incorporate planning practices into all aspects of their curriculum for six weeks. This included math, science, history, english, spelling, art, and project creation. The classroom setting was not the “traditional” classroom setting, in that this particular elementary school does not have separate grade levels. All students, ages 5 – 9, are taught in the same classroom. A group of three practicing planners met with the teachers for eight weeks, prior to the six week instruction, to develop the curriculum and desired outcomes. After that, several professional practicing planners were recruited to deliver the instruction to the elementary students. The following is a summary of the planners and the sessions:
Jim Grant – History of Planning

Brian O’Connell – Evolution of Cities

Jeff Benson – Neighborhood Planning

Mary Kay Wilcox and Jack Leaman – Environmental Planning

Millie Ortiz – Transportation Planning

Phil Poorman – Zoning and Land Use

Bert Drost, Phil Poorman, Bridgett Montgomery, Erik Lundy – Role of a City Planner
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After the presentations were completed, the students built their Box City, using the Box City training materials, the information learned in these sessions, and their own ingenuity.  The Box City was unveiled at the 2002 Upper Midwest Planning Conference to rave reviews by the planners attending the conference.  News media covered the event, and certificates of participation were presented by the Iowa Chapter of the APA to all children and teachers who participated in the program.  
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Additionally, two sessions were included in the program agenda of the 2002 Upper Midwest Planning Conference:  The first, “Box City Presentation” was a presentation of the project and the Box City by the participating teachers and students.  The second, “Box City Panel Discussion,” was an overview of the Kid Building Community project from the planners perspective.  The participating planners gave a general background for planners interested in learning how to offer this activity to students and teachers in their own community, shared their experiences and lessons learned.   Both sessions were heavily attended by planners from all four states.
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Transferability
The following lessons are important for any planners considering offering a similar program in their own communities, with any age group of students:

(1) Willing School District – Finding a school district that was willing to incorporate this program into their curriculum was critical. Without this flexibility, completion of this Box City program would not have been possible. One wonders if, in today’s environment of “No Child Left Behind”, school districts will be willing to participate in this activity.

(2) Willing teachers – This project would not have been possible without finding supportive teachers.  The teachers spent a considerable amount of their own time working with the planners, assisting in the development of the curriculum, and working the important principles into their own classroom activities.  The success of this project simply would not have been possible without their dedication.
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(3) Advance preparation – It was very important to work with the teachers well in advance of beginning the delivery of the instructional modules to the students. The teachers provided valuable input to the planners on how to teach to the level of the students involved in the project.
(4) Materials – The Box City materials formed the basis of the creation of the city. The materials provided the basis for the houses, businesses, and institutional structures that the children used to create their city. After that, imagination and outside materials were used by the students to create such items as automobiles, airplanes, high-rise buildings, trees, and water features. 
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(5) Adequate facilities – A large area of the children’s classroom was set aside during the process to house the materials and the Box City as it evolved. This was critical for the completion of the project. Also, as the presentation occurred at the 2002 Upper Midwest Planning Conference, adequate space was needed to allow for the unveiling.
(6) Appropriate recognition – Finally, it was very important to properly recognize these teachers and students for participation in the Box City program. As stated previously, one of the purposes of the Box City program is to get teachers to incorporate the importance of land planning into their curriculum, to introduce students to the importance of proper land planning, and to excite students about the multi-disciplinary nature of the profession of planning. Properly recognizing the teachers and students who participated reinforced the positive experience for them.
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Conclusion
This project was a collaboration between the Iowa APA and the Des Moines Independent School District that incorporated planning, land use and environmental science into the school curriculum for children ages 5 to 9.  This was a positive and rewarding experience for the students, teachers, and planners involved. This program can be accomplished successfully as long as there is appropriate lead time and dedicated teachers and planners involved. 
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