
 

Mini Lessons: Building a City of Dreams 

Background 

What makes a good city? What are all the parts of a city? How do city leaders decide what to 

put in a city? In today’s fast-paced world we don’t often take the time to slow down and think 

about what would make the places we live better places.  

Recycling is a business from collecting, cleaning, distributing and creating new products. 
Currently, 1.5 million tons of trash is diverted from landfills in our county by recycling 
and reducing waste. Each person throws away about 5 pounds of trash per day.   
 
Most cities have recycling programs; call your city service department for guidelines. 
How do we improve our recycling rates? Rates improve by encouraging more people to 
recycle wherever they are such as at school or work. Instill recycling as a good habit will 
make lifelong recyclers.  
 
Why should people recycle? Recycling saves land and natural resources. Also, products 
made with recyclable material use less energy in the manufacturing process. Recycling is 
a green or sustainable activity.  
 
How can people limit what they throw away? Reduce, reuse and recycle. One specific 
way is to create art work or a useful item from trash.  
 
The following are several mini-lessons teachers can use to excite students about 
thinking about the place where they live and re-imagining what their ideal place to live 
would look like. 
 
LESSON 1:  UTOPIA 
 
Grade Level:  6-12 

Middle and high school students will slow down and evaluate their own city/town, thinking 

about how it serves their needs; infrastructure requirements, preferences, and visual clutter.  

Students are then challenged to come up with a proposal for an ideal city.  Students will build a 

scale model of their ideal city/town using upcycled material.  



 

Objectives: 

 Scenic America’s Principles of Scenic Conservation #1 - Retain the distinctive character 

of our communities and countryside by rebuilding older cities, towns and suburbs as 

beautiful places in which to live and work; and conserve agricultural land and open 

space. 

 Scenic America’s Principles of Scenic Conservation #4 - Design a national transportation 

system that respects aesthetic values as well as economic and energy efficiency, social 

equity, and environmental qualities.   

 Students learn an alternative to throwing away trash by making it into art. 
 Students identify functions and places that people need and want in a city 
 Students identify issues facing modern cities, such as pollution, traffic, transportation, 

waste disposal, and urban sprawl 
 Students propose solutions for environmentally-friendly and livable cities. 

 
Vocabulary:  visual pollution, visual clutter, litter 

Materials:  A visit to the school's dumpster can trigger lots of ideas, including ways to cut back 
on the creation of garbage.  Collect an assortment of things for students to build with. 
 

Procedures:   

1. Engage students by asking them the question:  “What is visual pollution?” and having 

them think, pair, share ideas of what they think it could mean. 

2. Watch this video clip:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e1elGzZMTLw&t=11s 

3. Tell the students that they will build a scale model of their ideal city using upcycled 

material.  Each student will be building a city block to put together to form one big 

city.  

4. Brainstorm all the different ways that their own city serves the needs of all the members 

of their community including infrastructure requirements and living preferences. 

5. Identify components that they would like to include in their own utopic, ideal city. 

6. Student will brainstorm, plan, and implement  

7. Each class should build a city block. For ease in movement, it should be built on a sturdy 
piece of cardboard or something similar. At the end of the project, all of the classes 
should be able to bring their blocks together to form a city. Each class can label their 
block with "street signs." This makes it easier for judging at the end of the project. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e1elGzZMTLw&t=11s


 

 
Evaluation:  

Requirements for each students’ build: 

 ONE city block per student. 

 Built on a sturdy piece of cardboard or something similar. 

 City block is labeled with a “street sign” which identifies their project. 

 Items used must be upcycled material. 

 
Extension:  The criteria for judging the city can change from year to year, and could include 
various design challenges such as:   

 most environmentally–conscious block 

 tallest structure; shortest structure 

 most sturdy structure 

 most creative building 

 most organized block 

 greatest variety of items used in a building 

 most creative students can receive special titles (Mayor of Trash City, city council, solid 
waste manager, water quality manager, and so on) 

National Standards:   

 Science:  K-2ETS1-1.  K-2-ETS1-2.  K-2-ETS1-3.  3-5.ES1-1.  3-5-ES1-2. 3-5-ES1-3.  MS-

ETS1-1.  MS-ETS1-2.  MS-ETS1-3.  MS-ETS1-4.  HS-ETS1-1.  HS-ETS1-2.  HS-ETS1-3.  HS-

ETS1-4.   

 Social Studies:  Culture; People, Places, & Environments; Power, Authority, & 

Governance; Civic Ideals & Practices; Science, Technology, & Society 

 

 

 



Lesson 2:  My Home, My Pride:  A City Beautiful 

Grade Level:  6-12 

Middle and high school students will slow down and evaluate their own city, thinking about 

how it serves their needs; infrastructure requirements, preferences, and visual clutter.  

Students will identify an area of their town that contains visual pollution/clutter and design a 

plan to address it.  

Objective:   

 Principle #5 Prevent mass marketing and outdoor advertising from intruding on the 

landscape or community appearance.  

Vocabulary:  visual clutter, visual pollution 

Materials:   

 “This Space Available” video 

 Computer and internet connection 

Teacher Preparation:  

1. Before the lesson, assemble a collection of photos from around your own community 

that represent “good” and “bad” areas of town. 

2. Create a PowerPoint slideshow containing these pictures. 

3. Watch this video to understand what “visual clutter” means and different forms of 

“visual pollution.”  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e1elGzZMTLw 

Procedures:   

1.  Engage students by showing them the pictures you assembled from town and ask them 

what they think about what they see.  Lead the discussion towards the students 

identifying what makes a city or town both habitable as well as a pleasant place to live. 

2. Watch the interview with the director of the documentary “This Space Available” to gain 

a deeper understanding of the impact of outdoor advertising.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BVcDJQzk4rE&t=2s  

3. After the video, discuss what the students thought and ask them “Do you think 

outdooring advertising really a problem?” 

4. Brainstorm areas of your town where this is a problem.   

5. Identify a specific area of town where visual clutter is of most concern. 

6. Brainstorm on anchor paper a list of reasons why is visual pollution is a problem in this 

area and the source of said problem. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e1elGzZMTLw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BVcDJQzk4rE&t=2s


7. Plan and implement an action campaign that will make that will improve this targeted 

area of their community.  Ideas be a simple awareness campaign, community clean-up, 

an editorial, short movies, or any other creative means of solving this issue. 

National Standards:   

 Science:  K-2ETS1-1.  K-2-ETS1-2.  K-2-ETS1-3.  3-5.ES1-1.  3-5-ES1-2. 3-5-ES1-3.  MS-

ETS1-1.  MS-ETS1-2.  MS-ETS1-3.  MS-ETS1-4.  HS-ETS1-1.  HS-ETS1-2.  HS-ETS1-3.  HS-

ETS1-4.   

 Social Studies:  Culture; People, Places, & Environments; Power, Authority, & 

Governance; Civic Ideals & Practices; Science, Technology, & Society 



Scenic America’s Principles of Scenic Conservation 

Principle #1 - Retain the distinctive character of our communities and countryside by rebuilding older 
cities, towns and suburbs as beautiful places in which to live and work; and conserve agricultural land 
and open space. 

● Set aside open space for greenways, parks, trails and river corridors; 

● Protect farms and ranches from subdivision through agricultural zoning, conservation land 

trusts, agricultural land banking, and tax abatement; and 

● Create incentives for growth to help rebuild older cities and towns, and to create compact, 

transit-oriented, pedestrian-friendly mixed-use communities. 

Principle #2 – Foster new development that respects the special character of places as defined by their 

distinctive geographical features, cultures, climate and natural systems. 

● Encourage communities to identify and map the visual qualities they most value, and then adopt 

strategies to conserve them. 

● Incorporate aesthetics into performance measures for planning, siting and construction of all 

new development. 

● Establish comprehensive community tree policies that preserve existing trees, control tree 

cutting and tree damage during construction, and add new trees to replace those lost over the 

years to development. 

Principle #3 – Encourage a balance of regulatory and market approaches to protect scenic resources 

including rewarding land stewardship by property owners, local governments and corporations; and 

providing disincentives for practices that destroy scenic values. 

 Provide tax incentives and property tax relief for scenic conservation and good land 

stewardship; and 

 Make visual polluters pay by fining those who break the law; taxing those who use 

the visual environment for commercial advertising based on the true value of their asset; and 

levying fees for uncompensated use of the roadways to cover the cost of services and access to 

the public right-of-way. 

Principle #4 - Design a national transportation system that respects aesthetic values as well as 
economic and energy efficiency, social equity, and environmental qualities.  

● Encourage excellence in road design and in bridge construction and reconstruction; and allow 

flexibility in design standards to respect scenic, historic, natural and community values; and 

● Landscape our highways and community gateways to incorporate native vegetation and to 

reflect themes of local history and culture. 

Principle #5 - Prevent mass marketing and outdoor advertising from intruding on the landscape or 
community appearance.  

● Produce dramatic and immediate results in the scenic character of our landscape by banning the 

construction of new billboards and strictly regulating existing billboards; using any constitutional 

means to remove existing billboards within a reasonable period of time; and halting all cutting 

of trees and vegetation on public land to improve the visibility of billboards; 



● Set height and size standards for on-premise signs; 

● Promote well-designed logo and tourist-oriented directional signage systems, along with other 

information technologies to help travelers find the services they need; 

● Regulate other forms of outdoor advertising including the exterior of public buses, floating or 

flying messages, posters on bus shelters, street furniture, and store windows, corporate 

sponsorship of public service events so as to minimize intrusiveness on our enjoyment of the 

built and natural environments; and 

● Minimize the visibility of cellular communication, utility and energy generation technologies. 

 

Principle #6 - Teach young people to value the visual environment and to create and respect places of 
beauty.  

● Incorporate scenic conservation into all elementary and secondary environmental and 
geography education curricula. 

● Incorporate the values of scenic conservation into graduate courses in economics, planning, 
design, and public policy. 

● Integrate scenic conservation projects into scouting and school service learning programs. 
 

Principle #7 – Actively engage business, industry, civic and professional organizations in the 
movement for a more scenic America. 

● Promote the link between business and tourism development and conservation of natural, 
cultural, recreational, heritage and scenic resources; and 

● Enlist retired professionals whose skills and political clout can benefit scenic conservation. 
 

Next Generation Science Standards 

Engineering Design 

K-2ETS1-1.  Ask questions, make observations, and gather information about a situation people want to 

change to define a simple problem that can be solved through the development of a new or improved 

object or tool. 

K-2-ETS1-2.  Develop a simple sketch, drawing, or physical model to illustrate how the shape of an object 

helps it function as needed to solve a given problem. 

K-2-ETS1-3.  Analyze data from tests of two objects designed to solve the same problem to compare the 

strengths and weaknesses of how each performs. 

3-5.ES1-1.  Define a simple design problem reflecting a need or a want that includes specified criteria for 

success and constraints on materials, time, or cost. 

3-5-ES1-2.  Generate and compare multiple possible solutions to a problem based on how well each is 

likely to meet the criteria and constraints of the problem. 



3-5-ES1-3.  Plan and carry out fair tests in which variables are controlled and failure points are 

considered to identify aspects of a model or prototype that can be improved. 

 

MS-ETS1-1.  Define the criteria and constraints of a design problem with sufficient precision to ensure a 

successful solution, taking into account relevant scientific principles and potential impacts on people 

and the natural environment. 

MS-ETS1-2.  Evaluate competing design solutions using a systematic process to determine how well they 

meet the criteria and constraints of the problem. 

MS-ETS1-3.  Analyze data from tests to determine similarities and differences among several design 

solutions to identify the best characteristics of each that can be combined into a new solution to better 

meet the criteria for success.  

MS-ETS1-4.  Develop a model to generate data for iterative testing and modification of a proposed 

object, tool, or process such that an optimal design can be achieved. 

HS-ETS1-1.  Analyze a major global challenge to specify qualitative or quantitative criteria and 

constraints for solutions that account for societal needs and wants. 

HS-ETS1-2.  Design a solution to a complex real-world problem by breaking it down into smaller, more 

manageable problems that can be solved through engineering. 

HS-ETS1-3.  Evaluate a solution to a complex real-world problem based on prioritized criteria and trade-

offs that account for a range of constraints, including cost, safety, reliability, and aesthetics, as well as 

possible social, cultural, and environmental impacts. 

HS-ETS1-4.  Use a computer simulation to model the impact of proposed solutions to a complex real-

world problem with numerous criteria and constraints on interactions within and between systems 

relevant to the problem. 

 


