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The Impact of Developing a Classroom Community: From “Me” to “We” to “Us” 
 
The purpose of the curriculum-driven “city game,” building a City of Future in the 
classroom, is to teach required subject matter content through the lens of the city.  
 
Playing the game over time, students work individually (“me”), in small groups, and 
together as a classroom community (“we”) to create the future (“us). The invisible aspects 
of city life become visible so students readily see a use for learning basic subjects.  They 
become collaborative learners. They work in teams and receive feedback from peers and 
the teacher, developing a supportive community so that they feel less isolated and more 
confident in tackling challenges together.  
 
What is the value of keeping the game going? 
Deeper learning gives students time to refine their ideas, revisit concepts, and absorb 
information gradually. 
 

• Cumulative Knowledge: Builds upon previous lessons, so students make 
connections across subjects. 

• Student Investment: The longer the “city game” runs, the more students become 
engaged, taking ownership of their learning. 

• Sustains Engagement: Students stay actively involved in learning. 
• Reinforces Knowledge: Students return to previous concepts, strengthening 

retention. 
• Encourages Critical Thinking: Students continuously refine and improve their 

ideas based on new information. 
 
Students get “hooked” on learning when they get to keep building their Never-Before-Seen 
prototypes, one City-related UNIT/Theme at a time—Protection/Shelter, Mobility, 
Energy/Sustainability, Communication, etc.—as the “city game” progresses throughout 
weeks, a semester or school year.   
 
What does the “city game” have to do with the required curriculum?  
The “city game” embeds traditional subjects (math, science, history, language arts, etc.) 
into a hands-on, interactive framework. Instead of teaching these subjects in isolation, 
students apply them directly to solving real-world problems within their built City of the 
Future. This expands their perspective, amplifies the curriculum, and makes education 
more relevant. 
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 Examples: 
• Math—Calculating structural stability, budgeting resources for the city, labeling and 

measuring 
• Science—Understanding energy sources, sustainable materials, ecosystems, 

climate changes, and natural phenomena 
• History—How cities evolved, lessons from past civilizations. 
• Language Arts—Presenting, and listening to proposals; writing reports and stories, 

describing the experience of working together in the “city game.”  
 
Students learn the required lessons that the teacher already has to teach, dig into research 
and consult AI about the feasibility of their initial built designs (“me”). They put facts and 
figures to work as they learn. They learn the skills needed to describe and present what 
they built and why, and how to listen to each other (“we”). After study of required subject 
content (math, science, language arts, history, geography, etc.), students meet. Learning 
the skills of collaboration, they give and get feedback about how they will apply factual 
information to make their first-try, prototype buildings better. They practice analytical 
problem-solving, quantitative reasoning skills, and civic engagement to agree as a 
classroom community about how their revised buildings work for the City of the Future as a 
whole (“us”). Regular cycles of feedback teach students to expand and refine their ideas. 
They learn to view creativity as a process rather than a moment of inspiration, reinforcing 
that creativity grows with persistence and refinement. 
 
Why does asking students to justify “why” their original buildings relate to curriculum-
based criteria matter?  
 
They learn to: 

• apply academic knowledge rather than guess at an answer 
• practice logical reasoning and evidence-based thinking. 
• evaluate information.  

 
How does the “mess” of building become a teaching moment?  

• Designate a specific storage area for the City landsite “gameboard” and building 
materials. 

• Give students responsibility to equitably manage materials and clean up after each 
session. 

 
What life skills does the game bring to the classroom? 

• Collaboration: Working together to design and refine ideas. 
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• Problem-solving: Persevering, seeking, questioning, and solving mistakes  
• Critical thinking: Evaluating feasibility and practicality of designs. 
• Communication: Presenting ideas and justifying decisions. 
• Adaptability and Resilience: Revising plans based on new learning. 

 
The “city game” starts “backwards” and doesn’t happen all at once. This purposeful play 
begins with the assumption that everyone, no matter what their age, has ideas about how 
to make life in a city better without harming the planet and each other.  During the “city 
game,” students take on the role of landowners and designers (“me”). The teacher, in the 
role of “client,” sets the criteria (the “Don’t Wants” and “Needs.”) for each UNIT/Theme 
Design Challenge. For example, instead of teaching facts about the UNIT/Theme 
Protection/Shelter—be it in ancient civilization, during colonization, in biomes, etc.—the 
teacher has students put their imagination to work to design and build their first try at 
protecting and sheltering the citizens, doing what designers do by roughly building a Never-
Before-Seen prototype of what they imagine (“me”).  
 
The actual building takes no time at all—45 mins to an hour or more, depending on the 
grade level—as students roughly build their ideas (“me”). They quickly fold, roll up, crush, 
cut, paste, and glue pieces of paper and other common classroom materials into Never-
Before-Seen Protection/Shelters on their piece of the landsite (“me”). With their buildings 
in hand, they present their prototypes to the class (”we”) to learn how to ask and answer 
questions to better describe their thinking.  
 
Then the frontward process of teaching the lessons that teachers are already required to 
teach, kicks in. Students learn factual information and do research about 
Protection/Shelters. They describe what they learn from those lessons and explain how 
they plan to apply that knowledge to refine their first-try prototypes.  They get group 
approval for using the information they learned to refine their prototypes before rebuilding 
and placing their pieces of the landsite together to begin the development of their City of 
the Future. They see a reason for learning information and buy into putting their original 
ideas to use in a familiar setting: a city.   


