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THE POWER OF BUILDING A CITY OF THE FUTURE IN ANY K-12 CLASSROOM

The Doreen Nelson Method of Design-Based Learning is inquiry-based, experiential learning,
bringing subject content to life for students at every grade level, from kindergarten to high school.
Taught as a “city game,” a small, student-built, tabletop City of the Future is fertile ground for
teaching the use and interconnectedness of subject content.

The tactile and spatial elements matter. Interacting with a small land site that represents the
students’ community matters. Being curious and asking “why” matter. Learning, using, and re-using
information matters. Communicating—speaking, listening, debating, and civic reasoning— matter;
and making, analyzing and refining “mistakes” matter. The “city game” does all of this and more.

“A tabletop City of the Future gives K-12 teachers a physical focal point for addressing
students’ needs, anxieties, mistakes, and successes, and for demonstrating the relevance of
subjects they need to learn.”

—Doreen Gehry Nelson
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Do students ALWAYS need to physically build a City of the Future?

Yes! Building and refining a tabletop City of the Future in any K-12 classroom as a hands-on “city
game” over weeks, a semester, or school year jolts students into an active, inquiry-based
experience to ignite their imagination and reduce their anxiety about learning, showing them the
value of creative thinking and the relevance of required K-12 subject matter content.

The “gameboard” for a City of the Future is a piece of styrofoam or cardboard (the landsite), sized to
fit on a tabletop, with lines drawn to represent the physical boundaries of students’ own
community. The landsite is divided into pieces assigned to either individuals or small groups as a
place for building their ideas.

What makes this “city game” different from project-based learning?
Students continuously refine and build upon their ideas, rather than working toward a single final
project.

e The city evolves dynamically based on new learning and peer collaboration.

¢ It gamifies problem-solving, which keeps students engaged over a long period.

How is this "city game" different from arts and crafts?
It’s not just about making things—it’s about using academic subject matter information to inform
students’ original built solutions for real-world problems.
e Everything built must be justified according to the teacher’s required criteria with factual
information, research from core subjects (history, language arts, math, science), and
logic.
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o Thefocus is on conceptual thinking, not aesthetics.

“I like Design-Based Learning because it’s not just like art. It’s more like something Never-Before-
Seen, so you can actually create something in your mind and bring it to life.”
—Anali He, 4th-grade student, San Gabriel Unified School District.

The purpose of having students play this curriculum-driven “city game” is to teach the required
subject matter content through the lens of the city. Students learn ways to work individually (me)
and together as a classroom community (we) to create the future (us). The game gives students a
roadmap for exploration, making complex tasks more manageable. Its inherent flexibility reduces
anxiety so that students feel free to express themselves without the pressure of a single “correct”
solution for what they build. The invisible aspects of city life become visible for students to see a
use for learning basic subjects.

Where does subject matter come in?

Subjects are woven into the “city game” naturally as students encounter Design Challenges as they
build their City of the Future. Teachers introduce required lessons at key points to provide the
knowledge students need to develop their ideas.

During the “city game,” teachers have dual roles. As “client,” they set criteria and the time frame for
the prototypes that students’ design and build. They emphasize that what is built must be Never-
Before-Seen— from students’ imagination—rather than replicating what exists. They prepare
students to meet the needs of the “client.” They develop students’ curiosity and creativity by asking
them to project themselves into an unknown future.

As “teacher,” they identify their content subject and grade level requirements with curriculum-
driven UNITS/Themes taught over weeks or more, to clarify essential questions about topics like
Protection, Circulation, Energy, Sustainability, etc. These topics, taught one at a time as individual
UNITS/Themes, start with Protection /Shelter, a basic human need. Having students develop the
City of the Future is fertile ground for teaching the lessons that teachers already plan to teach over
the semester or school year. Starting with a compelling Design Challenge for each UNIT/Theme
sparks students’ curiosity as they adhere to the teacher’s criteria, ask questions, and build their
Never-Before-Seen prototypes to demonstrate their original thinking.

What is a Unit/Theme?

A Unit/Theme is a broad category of learning that ties into the City of the Future (e.g., housing,
transportation, energy, communication), providing the focus for a wide array of lessons over a few
weeks.

What students build and refine for the small City relies on real-world information—subject matter
content—and exercises those hard-to-get-at, high-level thinking and problem-solving skills:
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creative and critical thinking, self-determination, self-expression, analysis, modification, and the
ability to synthesize.

To reduce students’ anxiety about doing it “right,” teachers assure them that what they imagine,
design, and build matters. They explain that the creative process for real designers involves making
mistakes and fixing them with new information. They teach students to present their designs,
actively listen to the presentations of others, and work as a team to rethink, refine, and rebuild their
original designs to meet the needs of their “client”—the teacher.

Students have dual roles, too, as both designer and property owner. They play the game on a
tabletop “gameboard,” a physical landsite representing their own community, made of cardboard or
foam core—this is their indoor sandbox for “playing/messing/fooling around” and displaying the
evolution of their growing City of the Future.

Working together as a community of designers, learners, doers, and decision-makers to develop a
unified City of the Future grounds students in social interaction. They learn the value of gathering
and exchanging information, and having original ideas for their own future and the future of the
planet.

What does the “city game” have to do with students’ constant question, “Why do I have to
learn this?”

The “city game” shows immediate application of academic subjects. Instead of an abstract answer,
students see how the knowledge applies to the building of their city so that learning is purpose-
driven, not just task-driven.

How will this “city game” affect test scores?

By making learning contextual, engaging, and hands-on, students are more likely to retain
information. They apply knowledge rather than just memorizing it, improving understanding and
long-term recall—both of which, collected data has shown, lead to better performance on tests.

OVERVIEW
A Design-Based Learning “city game” opens the door for teachers to create a classroom
environment where students feel empowered, engaged, and prepared for the challenges of the
future.

Having students play the “city game”:
1. Fosters Inquiry-Based Learning
e Encourages students to ask “why?” and “what if?” about their world.
e Shifts learning from passive absorption to active investigation.

2. Creates a Collaborative Classroom Environment
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e Positions students as co-creators, working together to solve complex problems.
e Builds a supportive, judgment-free classroom where peer feedback is valued.

Integrates Real-World Application
e Connects academic content to everyday life.
e Ensures students see the purpose and relevance of their education.

Encourages Iteration and Risk-Taking
o Redefines failure as a crucial part of the learning process.
e Teaches students to embrace trial and error as a path to innovation.

Promotes Equity and Inclusion in Learning
e Engages diverse learners by allowing multiple entry points into subject content.
e Gives all students a voice, regardless of their learning style or background.

Develops Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving Skills
e Guides students to analyze problems, weigh solutions, and make informed
decisions.
e Encourages metacognition—thinking about how they think.



