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For the Teacher 
Communities across Mississippi and the nation have many homes, commercial buildings and oth-
er historic places that can help us understand the cultural, social, economic and political history of 
our state, region and nation.  In essence, places can tell us the story of our state and its people if 
we work to understand what those places might “say” and the “language” in which those lessons 
might be conveyed.

Students can learn that the buildings and other places in our communities are vital repositories 
of the history or prehistory of our state – Indian mounds that suggest the Native American story; 
classical mansions of the Antebellum period that suggest the wealth and politics of “King Cot-
ton”; wooden dogtrot houses or barns that convey a sense of the yeoman farmer; sharecropper 
cabins that help relate the continuing influence of cotton agriculture as well as the development 
of unique cultural contributions like the Blues; cotton gins, railroad depots, factory buildings and 
warehouses suggest developments in transportation and industry that have greatly impacted Mis-
sissippians… the possibilities are nearly limitless.

This lesson will help students understand that our buildings and other places can help us appreci-
ate the rich history of our state.  As students study What Makes a Building Historic?, they will be-
come acquainted with architecture as well as the historic lessons that buildings relate.  They will 
ultimately be empowered to see their home communities through new eyes – eyes with a greater 
ability to understand the shaping of our local built environments.

Opening the Lesson
The label “historic” is applied to many things…from Greek temples to baseball cards.  When it 
comes to buildings, it can be safely said that most buildings are built with a fairly specific use in 
mind.  And these buildings may be beautiful, or they may be ugly.  As long as they serve the func-
tion required of the building, most people don’t give much thought to the building itself.  Unfortu-
nately, most people wouldn’t care if they were torn down to make room for newer buildings.

However, because buildings are built primarily with an end-use in mind, they can relate a great 
deal about the culture, economics and politics of the period when the building was built and 
used.  The Buildings can be great teachers of history. 

So what makes a building historic, and, by implication, worthy of preserving?  

On the board or on an overhead, write the question: “What makes a building historic?”  Work-
ing individually or in small groups, ask students to seriously reflect on this question and write as 
many answers as they can.  Have students share their ideas with the rest of the class and gener-
ate a class list answering the question. 

Part One: Buildings, Neighborhoods & Towns
Lesson One: What Makes a Building Historic?

By Charles M. Yarborough

Grade Levels 
4 – 12  Teachers should adjust/
select activities appropriate 
for the age and ability of their 
students.

Objectives
Using historic buildings in  y
your community, students 
will sharpen their powers 
of observation and develop 
research skills.
Students will learn to  y
become aware of their lo-
cal environment and learn 
about local history and 
architecture.
Students will learn that each  y
building is unique and has a 
story to tell.
Students will learn about  y
threats that historic build-
ings face.

Mississippi Curriculum 
Connections

Mississippi Studies (4 y th 
grade) Framework – 
Competencies 1,3, & 5
Mississippi Studies (9 y th 
grade) Framework – 
Competencies 1, 2, 3, 4, & 5

Materials Provided Online 
www.mississippiheritage.com

What Makes Thi y s Building 
Historic?
Is This Building Still Historic? y
Preservation Pair Up y
Lost Mississippi Landmarks y
Mississippi’s 10 Most  y
Endangered Historic Places 
for 2007

This project has been made possible with 
funding from the American Architectural 

Foundation, the Mississippi Arts Commission 
and the Mississippi Humanities Council.
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Developing the Lesson

Criteria for Listing on the National Register of 
Historic Places
The National Register of Historic Places is the nation’s 
official list of cultural resources worthy of preserva-
tion. Authorized under the National Historic Preser-
vation Act of 1966, the National Register is part of a 
national program to coordinate and support public 
and private efforts to identify, evaluate and protect 
our historic and archeological resources. Properties 
listed in the Register include districts, sites, buildings, 
structures and objects that are significant in Ameri-
can history, architecture, archeology, engineering 
and culture. The National Register is administered by 
the National Park Service, which is part of the U.S. 
Department of the Interior.

Compare the student list with the following criteria 
adapted from the National Park Service criteria for 
the National Register of Historic Places.  Have stu-
dents copy the following list to learn, explaining each 
criteria at the student’s level of understanding:  

Age y  (students can discuss “How old is old”!) – 
To qualify for the National Register of Historic 
Places, properties must be at least fifty years old, 
although a few special exceptions can be made. 

Associaton with Historic Events or People y  
(students can discuss what makes people and 
events “historic” at this point) – Properties listed 
as National Historic Landmarks are considered to 
be of particular national significance, while those 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places 
are considered to be of particular state and local 
significance.  Generally, this means the property 
reflects significant patterns in national, state or 
local history; and/or is associated with the life of 
a significant person in national or state history. 

Historic Integrity y  (being relatively unchanged 
from the time of its construction or the time 
during which the historic events or people were 
associated with the building) – Properties may 
also be listed as exceptionally valuable architec-
tural specimens for the study of a period, style or 
method of construction.

Using the What Makes This Building Historic? materi-
als provided on www.mississippiheritage.com, show 
students pictures of Mississippi buildings listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places.  Discuss the 

reason why each building was listed.  Have students 
discuss what they know about each one or what they 
can deduce from the images:  the purpose or use of 
the building, its origins, the construction materials, 
date of construction, events or people connected to 
the building, etc.  

Encourage students to research additional buildings 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  Sug-
gested sites could include:  the White House; the U.S. 
Capitol; the Washington Monument; the Lincoln Me-
morial; the Mississippi State Capitol; the Mississippi 
Governor’s Mansion; the Lyceum at the University of 
Mississippi; and homes/buildings in the school’s com-
munity or area of the state.

Photographs of many National Historic Landmarks 
and National Register of Historic Places properties 
my be accessed and downloaded/printed through 
the “Built In America” collection of the Library of 
Congress on-line American Memory website: (http://
memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/habs_haer/
index.html ).  Teachers may search the collection 
for state and national sites they feel appropriate for 
their class and utilize these images during the lesson.  
Twenty-six Mississippi counties have buildings repre-
sented in this collection.

The Mississippi Department of Archives and History 
website (http://mdah.state.ms.us/ ) contains photo-
graphs in its “Museums and Historic Sites” section 
that can be useful.

Changes to Historic Buildings
Using the Is This Building Still Historic? materials pro-
vided on www.mississippiheritage.com, students will 
discuss changes to the buildings.  For each building, 
students answer the question: “Is the building still 
historic?”

Students will discuss the before and after photo-
graphs of historic buildings.  For each building, each 
student should be asked to make a chart with two 
columns.  In the first column, students list reasons 
to answer “Yes, the building is still historic.”  In the 
second column, students list reasons to answer “No, 
the building is no longer historic.”  

For homework, students must select one building, 
decide “yes” or “no” as to whether the building is 
still historic and write a paragraph supporting their 
choice.  Read/discuss student answers in class the 
following day.
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Similarities in Historic Buildings
Using the Preservation Pair Up materials provided on 
www.mississippiheritage.com, teachers will conduct a 
matching exercise to illustrate commonalities among 
buildings.  Students will be given one photograph 
and asked to find a classmate who has a building that 
“matches” the building in their photograph.  Students 
will then be asked to explain to the class which of the 
following details of the buildings are similar:

Construction materials y
Windows y
Entryways y
Porches/porticos y
Roofs y
Symmetry/asymmetry  y
Style y
Use/suspected use y

After students have explained their choices to the 
class, have students consider and discuss differences 
between the many pairs of photos.  Why aren’t each 
of the buildings the same?  Does location of the 
building determine differences?  Uses of the building?  
Personal preferences of the owners?  Styles of the 
building period?  All of the above?  For homework, 
have students find a building in their town/communi-
ty that matches one of their photographs and sketch 
the building, identifying the similarities.

Threats to Historic Buildings
On the board/overhead or in discussion, ask students 
“What threatens historic buildings?”  Have students 
consider the question and write as many answers as 
they can.  Discuss their answers and make a class list 
(the list should include fire, various weather events 
[hurricanes, tornadoes, flooding, etc.], neglect, new 
development and demolition). 

Using the Lost Mississippi Landmarks materials pro-
vided on www.mississippiheritage.com, discuss how 
each building was destroyed.  

Using the 10 Most Endangered Places in Mississippi 
for 2007 materials provided on www.mississippiheri-
tage.com, have students assess the threats to each 
historic building on the list.  Then have students com-
pare the threats to a historic property maintained by 
the state or some other civic entity.  A good example 
could be the Mississippi State Capitol.  Photographs 
and a historic description of the Mississippi State 
Capitol are available at the Mississippi Department 

of Archives and History website (http://mdah.state.
ms.us/ ).  Compare the relative threats to each build-
ing.  Lists of 10 Most Endangered Places for previous 
years can be found at www.mississippiheritage.com.  

Discuss why historic properties might be demolished.

Have students brainstorm how to “save” historic 
properties, understanding that sometimes the salva-
tion of an endangered historic property comes in the 
form of a new use for the property.  
  
For homework, have students 1) identify a historic 
building in their community that may be in danger of 
being demolished and 2) write a paragraph detailing 
why they believe the building is in danger.  Discuss 
their findings and their suspected reasons for possible 
demolition the next day.

Working in groups, have students select one of the 
buildings identified within their group and develop a 
new plan-of-use that could aid in the building’s pres-
ervation.  Developing visual aids and oral parts, have 
students present their plan to the rest of the class. 

Other possible exercises:
Some students could serve as a “city council” or 
“planning commission” that would assess competing 
plans presented by their fellow students.  

Invite a member of the city council, board of supervi-
sors, local planning commission or historic preserva-
tion commission to class.  Students can make their 
presentation(s) and have the official respond with 
comments/suggestions.  Students should have the 
opportunity to question the official about their role in 
historic preservation.

Assessing Student Learning
Teachers may develop assessment opportunities in 
addition to the following: 

Students should learn the following glossary  y
terms: architecture; historic; National Park 
Service; National Historic Landmark; National 
Register of Historic Places; symmetry/asymme-
try; neglect; demolition (and additional terms as 
determined by the teacher).
Students should understand and be able to relate  y
the National Park Service criteria for the National 
Register of Historic Places.
Students should write a paragraph assessing “Is  y
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this building still historic?”
Students should write a paragraph assessing threats  y
to a local historic property.
Students should make a group presentation of a  y
proposal to preserve a local historic building.
Students should participate in various classroom  y
discussions. 

Extending the Lesson
The possibilities for extending the lesson are limited 
only by the desire, time and creativity of the teacher 
and students.  Some possible extensions include:

Students could take a field trip to area historic  y
buildings.  If more than one building is visited, have 
students compare “What makes each building 
historic?”
Students could create photographic collages of his- y
toric buildings in their area or across the state.
Students could collect oral histories from people as- y
sociated with area historic buildings/places.
Students could prepare a public program/presenta- y
tion for the local city council/board of supervisors/
preservation commission.
Students could write letters to the editor calling for  y
the preservation of a local historic building.
Student could create a timeline showing connec- y
tions between when local historic buildings were 
constructed and significant national, state and local 
historical events.

Curriculum Developed by
Mississippi Heritage Trust
PHYSICAL: 600 East Amite Street, Suite 201
Jackson, MS  39201
MAILING: P.O. Box 577, Jackson, MS  39205
PHONE: 601-354-0200
FAX: 601-354-0220
EMAIL: info@mississippiheritage.com
ONLINE: www.mississippiheritage.com 

Author: Charles M. Yarborough
As a native Mississippian, Charles M. Yarborough has 
long been an advocate for educating young people 
about the history and architecture of our state.  A teach-
er at the Mississippi School for Mathematics and Sci-
ence since 1995, Charles regularly involves his students 
in preservation activities, including the performance 
project Tales from the Crypt, which was awarded the 
2005 Governor’s Award for Excellence in the Arts, and 
an architecture scavenger hunt of historic Columbus.
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For the Teacher 
In constructing our built environments, humans have used and continue to use fundamental 
geometric shapes set in relation to one another to achieve the principles for architecture set 
forth by the Roman architect Vitruvius:  durability, utility and beauty.

In this lesson, students will be exposed to the basic geometric shapes employed to design 
our buildings and learn to consider the principles that guide how these shapes are used 
together and independently.

Opening the Lesson
Using a photograph of the Mississippi State Capitol included in the Geometric Shapes in 
Architecture materials provided on www.mississippiheritage.com, project the image on the 
board and have students trace the geometric shapes they find in the picture on the board or 
on paper at their desks. Turn off the projector to illustrate the component parts of the build-
ing design.  Remind students that architecture is the art and science of designing buildings.

Discuss with students that basic geometric shapes make up the fundamental pieces of archi-
tectural design.  

Developing the Lesson

Geometric Shapes in Architecture
Divide students in to small working groups.  Using the Geometric Shapes in Architecture ma-
terials provided on www.mississippiheritage.com, distribute photographs of historic build-
ings to each group.  Teachers can also provide images of buildings from magazines or other 
sources.  Students are to identify as many examples of two- and three-dimensional shapes as 
they can find in the images.  Refer to the Architecture Style Guide provided on www.missis-
sippiheritage.com to define architectural details.  

Students should record examples of each shape by drawing them on a piece of paper and la-
beling the example and geometric shape.  For instance, for a rectangle, students might draw 
a window or window pane, labeling it as a rectangle.  Or, for a cylinder, students might draw 
a tower or column, labeling them as cylinders. These shapes will include triangles, circles, 
semi-circles, squares, rectangles, and their three-dimensional counterparts: pyramids, cones, 
spheres, domes, cubes, cylinders, and rectangular solids.  

For homework, have students draw an abstract rendering of their home or a building in their 
neighborhood utilizing the geometric shapes they’ve covered in class.

Part One: Buildings, Neighborhoods & Towns
Lesson Two: Design in Architecture

By Charles M. Yarborough

Grade Levels 
4 – 12  Teachers should adjust/select 
activities appropriate for the age and 
ability of their students.

Objectives
Using historic buildings in your  y
community, students will sharp-
en their powers of observation 
and develop research skills.
Students will learn to become  y
aware of their local environment 
and learn about local history and 
architecture.
Students will learn the role geo- y
metric shapes play in buildings.
Students will learn the concepts  y
of scale and ratio in buildings.
Students will learn about archi- y
tectural styles commonly found 
among Mississippi’s historic 
buildings.
Students will learn to distinguish  y
between the work of architects 
and vernacular architecture.

Mississippi Curriculum 
Connections

Mississippi Studies (4 y th grade) 
Framework – Competencies 1,3, & 5
Mississippi Studies (9 y th grade) 
Framework – Competencies 1, 2, 
3, 4, & 5

Materials Provided Online 
www.mississippiheritage.com

Geometric Shapes in Architect y ure
Architecture Style Guide y
Scale and Ratio in Architecture y
Professional and Vernacular  y
Architecture
Scavenger Hunt y

This project has been made possible with 
funding from the American Architectural 

Foundation, the Mississippi Arts Commission 
and the Mississippi Humanities Council.
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Teachers can also assign students vocabulary terms 
from an on-line glossary.  The Heritage Education Net-
work (THEN) provides a good architectural glossary, 
http://histpres.mtsu.edu/then/architecture/page3.
html.  The glossary provided by the Louisiana Division 
of Historic Preservation, http://www.laheritage.org/ 
glossary is also very helpful.

Other possible exercises:
Have students photograph the architectural details 
that exemplify the geometric shapes covered in class.  
Then have students utilize the digital images to “con-
struct” a picture of a building by cutting-and-pasting/
photo-editing the images into a whole. 

Download free versions of Google Sketch-Up 3D mod-
eling software, http://sketchup.google.com.  Utilizing 
as many computers as are accessible (and adapting 
the class/student time as appropriate) have students 
“build” three-dimensional buildings with the Google 
Sketch-Up software.  Google Sketch-Up has great 
tutorial help and will make for an exciting means of 
engaging students in this exercise and understand-
ing how geometric shapes form the basis of our built 
environment.

Size, Scale and Ratio
Draw two simple buildings on the board 
approximately the same size:

Ask students “How big are these buildings?”  There 
will probably be some disagreement as well as con-
fused guessing.  Then draw a large shoe and leg next 
to one and a small stick figure/person next to the 
other.  “Now, how big are these buildings?”

Using the Scale and Ratio in Architecture materials 
provided on www.mississippiheritage.com, have stu-

dents draw a person who would fit with each building 
example.

Explain the differences between size and scale, and 
explain that ratio is a numerical representation of 
scale. 

Have students learn the following definitions:

Size y  – how big something is; the dimensions of 
something.
Scale y  – the comparative size of a thing in relation 
to another like thing or its “normal” or “expect-
ed” size.
Rato y  – the relation in degree or number be-
tween two similar things; the relation between 
two quantities expressed as the quotient of one 
divided by the other. 

Architectural Styles 
Architectural styles are determined by the continu-
ous use of certain shapes and patterns in construc-
tion and decoration.  Some styles are referred to as 
“revival” styles because they employ the re-use of 
certain shapes and patterns after a period of nonuse.

Using the Architecture Style Guide available on www.
mississippiheritage.com, introduce students to the 
various nineteenth- and early twentieth-century ar-
chitectural styles commonly found across Mississippi.

Once the styles have been introduced, ask students to 
identify the architectural style and identifying details 
of additional buildings from examples found online or 
in magazines.

For homework, have students identify local buildings 
of the styles covered in class and sketch or photo-
graph the buildings.  For each example, have students 
identify a) the style, b) the approximate date of con-
struction and c) the details that lead them to believe 
the building is of the style they cited.

Have students speculate as to why the builders chose 
the architectural style for each building.

Professional and Vernacular Architecture
Tell students there are many things that must be 
taken into consideration when designing and con-
structing a building.  Then have students suggest 
what some of the various considerations might be.  
Make a class list, which should include things such 
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as: the building’s use; materials available; site details; 
building regulations and codes.  Explain that there 
are essentially two traditions that address the various 
considerations that must be considered while design-
ing and constructing a new building: Professional 
Architecture (Architects) and Vernacular Architecture.  
A brief explanation of the distinctions between the 
two terms follows:

An architect is a professionally-trained and 
licensed person who is involved in the planning, 
designing and oversight of a building’s construc-
tion. Architects are required to obtain specialized 
education and documented work experience to 
obtain a license to practice architecture, similar 
to the requirements for other professionals. 

Vernacular architecture utilizes methods of 
construction which use locally available resources 
to address local needs. Vernacular architecture 
tends to evolve over time to reflect the environ-
mental, cultural and historical context in which it 
exists. 

In contrast to planned architecture, the building 
knowledge in vernacular architecture is often 
transported by local traditions and based on 
knowledge achieved by trial and error which is 
handed-down through the generations. This of 
course does not exclude architects from using 
vernacular architecture in their designs or being 
firmly based in their regional vernacular architec-
ture.

Using the Professional and Vernacular Architecture 
materials provided on www.mississippiheritage.com, 
introduce students to illustrations that distinguish 
vernacular architecture from the works of profession-
ally-trained architects.

For each photograph, ask “What does this building 
tell us about the people who built it?”  The answers 
will vary-allow plenty of creative speculation to 
emphasize the cultural/historic lessons that can be 
learned from buildings.

For homework have students locate and sketch/
photograph a building they suspect is an example 
of vernacular architecture.  Have them answer the 
following questions:  Why do they believe it to be 
vernacular?  What can the building tell us about the 
people who built it?

Other possible exercises:
Have students search for “vernacular architecture” 
in the “Built in America” collection of the Library of 
Congress on-line American Memory website, http://
memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/habs_haer/
index.html.  Photographs of many National Historic 
Landmarks and National Register of Historic Places 
properties may be accessed and downloaded/printed 
through the “Built In America” collection.  Twenty-six 
Mississippi counties have buildings represented in this 
collection.

Assessing Student Learning
Teachers may develop assessment opportunities in 
addition to the following: 

Students should learn the following glossary  y
terms: vernacular; architect; size; scale; ratio; 
terms associated with various architectural styles 
and additional terms determined by the teacher.
Students should complete illustration assign- y
ments for geometric shapes in the built environ-
ment.
Students should be able to explain their choice  y
of a vernacular building example and what the 
building can tell us about the people who built it.
Students should participate in various classroom  y
discussions.

Extending the Lesson
The possibilities for extending the lesson are limited 
only by the desire, time and creativity of the teacher 
and students.  Some possible extensions include:

Using the  y Architecture Scavenger Hunt materials 
provided on www.mississippiheritage.com, have 
students complete (or compete in) a “scavenger 
hunt” that could include architectural details, 
geometric shapes and architectural styles.   

Take students on a field trip to discover the  y
geometric shapes and architectural styles evident 
in the local community.  Have students sketch/
photograph the buildings and identify styles and/
or details. 

Have students create photographic collages  y
of historic buildings in their area or across the 
state that illustrate the architectural details and 
architectural styles.  This may be done for public 
presentation at a local library or historical society 
or developed as a website. 
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MAILING: P.O. Box 577, Jackson, MS  39205
PHONE: 601-354-0200
FAX: 601-354-0220
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Author: Charles M. Yarborough
As a native Mississippian, Charles M. Yarborough has 
long been an advocate for educating young people about 
the history and architecture of our state.  A teacher at 
the Mississippi School for Mathematics and Science since 
1995, Charles regularly involves his students in preserva-
tion activities, including the performance project Tales 
from the Crypt, which was awarded the 2005 Governor’s 
Award for Excellence in the Arts, and an architecture 
scavenger hunt of historic Columbus.
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For the Teacher 
Architects and builders must have a firm understanding of appropriate structures, systems and 
materials to be used in the construction of a building.  Successful preservation efforts also must 
employ an understanding of the structural systems and materials originally employed in the 
construction of historic buildings. 

This lesson plan will offer your students exercises and activities that will give insight into prin-
ciples of building construction.  Additionally, students will gain an understanding of the qualities 
of construction materials that determine structural limits and possibilities for historic buildings.

Opening the Lesson
Give each student the Glossary of Structural Elements provided on www.mississippiheritage.
com.  Divide students into groups of four or five people, then give each group the name/defi-
nition/illustration of one or more structural elements to be covered in class.  Challenge each 
group to illustrate the structural element(s) they’ve been given by acting out each element.  
Require that all students in the group be utilized in each illustration.

To act out: Post and Lintel  Arch  Compression Ring
  Tension Ring  Dome  Barrel Vault
  Column   Cantilever Buttress
  Flying Buttress  Truss

As students act out each element, ask if they can identify a structure from the natural world 
that provides an example of that element.  Some possible examples:  hill = dome; tree trunk = 
column; tree branch = beam, cantilever.  Reiterate that students will learn about basic structural 
elements of building in the coming lessons.

Developing the Lesson

Constructing Examples of Structural Elements 
In this portion of the lesson, students will build examples of some basic structural elements in 
order to increase their understanding of these elements.

The Column
Using toilet paper or paper towel tubes or rolled up paper, demonstrate that a paper column 
lying on its side is weak by placing a heavy book on it.  Then stand another paper column on end 
and demonstrate that it can support the same book.

Working in small groups (depending upon how many paper columns are available), have stu-
dents place four tubes of equal size in a square several inches apart.  Students should predict 
how many books the columns will support and then carefully stack books on top of the columns.  
Once the columns collapse or become too high or unstable to be safe, have students estimate the 

Part One: Buildings, Neighborhoods & Towns
Lesson Three: Structures, Systems 
& Materials in Historic Buildings

By Charles M. Yarborough

Grade Levels 
4 – 12  Teachers should adjust/select 
activities appropriate for the age 
and ability of their students.

Objectives
Using historic buildings in your  y
community, students will sharp-
en their powers of observation 
and develop research skills.
Students will learn to become  y
aware of their local environ-
ment and structural elements in 
historic buildings.
Students will learn about sys- y
tems in historic buildings.
Students will learn about mate- y
rials in historic buildings.
Students will learn to iden- y
tify the role of engineers and 
craftsmen in preserving historic 
buildings.
Students will explore how his- y
toric buildings were heated and 
cooled.

Mississippi Curriculum 
Connections

 Mississippi Studies (4 y th grade) 
Framework – Competencies 1,3, & 5
 Mississippi Studies (9 y th grade) 
Framework – Competencies 1, 2, 3, 
4, & 5

Materials Provided Online 
www.mississippiheritage.com

Glossary of Structural Elements y
Architecture Style Guide y
What Makes This Building   y
Historic?
Instructions for Creating an  y
Architectural Grab Bag

This project has been made possible with 
funding from the American Architectural 

Foundation, the Mississippi Arts Commission 
and the Mississippi Humanities Council.



M
ississippi Historic Preserv

at
 o

n 
Cu

rr
ic

ul
um

Part One: Buildings, Neighborhoods & Towns
Lesson Three: Structures, Systems and Materials in Historic Buildings

Mississippi Historic Preservation Curriculum  l  ©2008 Mississippi Heritage Trust  l  Part 1  l  Lesson 3  l  Page 2

weight of the books.  Have students weigh the books 
and compare to the weight of the columns.

Using the Architecture Style Guide provided on www.
mississippiheritage.com, introduce the three orders 
of Greek columns (Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian).  You 
could also use images of local landmarks.

Have students draw a column and design its capital, 
encouraging them to use any decoration they would 
like.  Have them make a model of their column and 
name their capital with a paragraph explanation of 
the type of building where they would employ their 
column.  Display the column models.

The Cantilever
Using books or blocks, demonstrate a cantilever and 
discuss where students might find examples of the 
cantilever in our built environment (balconies, stair-
ways, etc.).

Working small groups (depending upon how many 
books/blocks are available), have students construct 
a cantilever to support two objects, one light and 
significantly heavier.  Discuss the different needs to 
support the heavier load.

Working in small groups, have students construct a 
wall with a corbelled (cantilevered) arch opening.  
Explain this is an early, simple form of constructing an 
opening in a wall.

The Post and Lintel
Using toilet paper or paper towel rolls or rolled up pa-
per for posts and a block, ruler, book, or some other 
easily found object for a lintel (beam), demonstrate 
the post and lintel, explaining its usefulness for creat-
ing openings in wall.

Working in small groups, have students construct a 
wall with a post and lintel opening.  Show slides/com-
puter images of ways the post-and-lintel method is 
used in architecture.

The Arch
Using Styrofoam, florist foam, or some other similar 
substance, cut an arch.  Slice out wedges (voussoirs), 
and be sure the keystone has a vertical axis.  For 
younger students, the teacher may want to do the 
cutting.  Older students should be supervised.
Working in small groups, have students construct an 

arch using the voissoirs and a piece of paper to form a 
scaffold for support until the keystone is put in place.  
Students may decorate the voussoirs or the keystone.

The Buttress
Using exactly four books or blocks, challenge students 
working in small groups to construct a model with two 
walls and a sloped roof.  After students have worked 
for a few moments (and likely met with frustration!), 
offer them four additional blocks to complete the 
task.  Students are likely to discover that buttresses 
will solve the problem of falling walls.  If not, illustrate 
and explain the function of buttresses to counteract 
the outward thrust of heavy roofs and walls.

The Truss
Using wooden craft sticks with small holes punched 
in each end and paper fasteners, challenge students 
working in groups to join the sticks together to form 
rigid shapes.  They should discover shortly that the 
triangle is the only shape that fulfills the requirement 
of rigidity.

Have each group of students build four short series 
of triangles to form trusses.  Discuss what uses they 
might find for their trusses-possibilities include tow-
ers, bridge supports and walls.   

The Dome
Using pipe cleaners, construct the frame of a dome, 
including rings attaching the ribs of the dome to 
prevent collapse.  Place a load of some kind on top of 
the dome to demonstrate its structural strength under 
a load.

Toothpick and Marshmallow Construction
Give students working in groups or individually 
toothpicks and marshmallows to make any kind of 
structure.  Set requirements to use all the materials or 
work non-stop for a set amount of time.

Compare the results.  Whose structure is the most 
stable?  Is it based upon a system of triangles?

Have students compete to create the highest struc-
ture, the most stable structure, the largest structure 
or some other interesting criteria.  Or challenge 
students to construct a bridge that will support a book 
or some other load-the possibilities are limited only 
by you and your students’ creativity!  Display the final 
products.
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Building with Newspaper Logs
Have students roll up newspapers or butcher paper 
sheets into “logs” taped in the middle to create at 
least ten each.  Then, using tape to join the logs 
together, have students working in groups (large or 
small, depending upon teacher preference) design 
and build a structure large enough for a person to get 
into or to enclose a desk or some other large object.  

The structures will likely be excellent illustrators of 
several basic structural elements.

Compare the Human Body to a Building
Ask students to consider how our bodies might be 
compared to our buildings.  Do we have “elements” 
that are similar to the structural elements of build-
ings?

Teachers can lead the discussion comparing the two:
Façade = Face
Door = Mouth
Windows =  Eyes and ears
Exterior walls = Skin
Structural framework = Skeleton
Electrical system = Nervous system
Plumbing system = Digestive &  
  excretory systems
Ventilation = Respiratory system

Have students select one of the human body/build-
ing comparisons and write a paragraph answering the 
following:  What are the similarities and differences 
between these two elements or systems?

Comparing Architectural Materials
Have students working in small groups locate/identify 
materials within their school that are:  rough, smooth, 
shiny, soft, hard, rigid, flexible, opaque, translucent, 
transparent, heavy and lightweight.

Have the students do rubbings of some of the materi-
als or photograph them digitally.  For each example 
answer the following questions:

What is the material? y
Where did you find this material? y
What is the purpose/use of this material in this  y
place?
What qualities of this material make it appropri- y
ate for this location?
What would be a clearly inappropriate location  y
for this material?

Have students share one or two of their rubbings/
photos and findings with the rest of the class.  The 
teacher or a visiting architect, builder or structural en-
gineer should lead the discussion regarding the choice 
of appropriate materials for specific spaces and uses.

Structural Elements Help Moderate 
Temperatures
Using the Architecture Style Guide materials provided 
on www.mississippiheritage.com or other images of 
historic buildings, have student identify cupolas, tall 
windows, porches, shutters/blinds, chimneys (sug-
gesting fireplace locations), transoms and raised pier 
construction details.

Explain that, before air conditioning, people under-
stood that hot air rises and took advantage of that 
understanding as they attempted to cool buildings in 
a southern climate like Mississippi’s.  Cupolas, high 
ceilings, tall windows and transoms each played a role 
in maximizing air flow through a building by allowing 
avenues for the escape of hot air as it rose as well as 
the entrance of cooler air nearer the floor or ground 
to replace it.  Builders also took advantage of prevail-
ing breezes as they sought to maximize the airflow 
through their buildings, frequently positioning build-
ings to face the prevailing natural winds.

Another cooling strategy involved maximizing the 
amount of shade available in a building while not 
obstructing air flow.  Toward that end, many historic 
buildings utilize extensive porches and shutters or 
blinds.

Discuss the role that porches, pier construction, shut-
ters/blinds, fireplaces, stoves, high ceilings, transoms, 
tall windows and brick walls play in keeping a building 
warm or cool.

Have students write a paragraph explaining how 
these cooling techniques are not present in modern 
homes.

Assessing Student Learning
Teachers may develop assessment opportunities in 
addition to the following: 
 

Students should learn the basic vocabulary of  y
structural principles.
Students should construct models of various  y
structural elements.
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Students should write a paragraph comparing the  y
human body and a building.
Students should create rubbings of materials and  y
evaluate their appropriate uses.
Students should write a paragraph explaining how  y
cooling techniques used in historic buildings are 
not present in modern homes.
Students should participate in various classroom  y
discussions.

Extending the Lesson
The possibilities for extending the lesson are limited 
only by the desire, time and creativity of the teacher 
and students.  Some possible extensions include:

Take students on a field trip to area historic build- y
ings.  Identify the various structural elements 
covered in these lessons.
Students could create photographic collages of  y
structural elements in historic buildings in their 
area or across the state.
Students could prepare a lesson/presentation on  y
structures, systems and materials in historic build-
ings for a group of younger students in another 
class or for a parent or community group.  
Invite an architect or structural engineer to visit  y
the class.
Using the  y Instructions for Creating an Architectural 
Grab Bag provided on www.mississippiheritage.
com, have students create a kit of historic building 
materials.

Curriculum Developed by
Mississippi Heritage Trust
PHYSICAL: 600 East Amite Street, Suite 201
Jackson, MS  39201
MAILING: P.O. Box 577, Jackson, MS  39205
PHONE: 601-354-0200
FAX: 601-354-0220
EMAIL: info@mississippiheritage.com
ONLINE: www.mississippiheritage.com 

Author: Charles M. Yarborough
As a native Mississippian, Charles M. Yarborough has 
long been an advocate for educating young people 
about the history and architecture of our state.  A 
teacher at the Mississippi School for Mathematics 
and Science since 1995, Charles regularly involves 
his students in preservation activities, including the 
performance project Tales from the Crypt, which was 
awarded the 2005 Governor’s Award for Excellence in 
the Arts, and an architecture scavenger hunt of historic 
Columbus.
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For the Teacher 
Our built environment consists of buildings with many different uses.  It is important that stu-
dents learn to identify general types of buildings and to distinguish their uses.  This understand-
ing will allow students to become involved in making local decisions regarding zoning and city/
town planning, as well as advocating for the preservation of buildings.  

Opening the Lesson
As discussed in Lesson One, when it comes to buildings, it can be safely said that most buildings 
are built with a fairly specific use in mind.  These buildings may be beautiful, or they may be 
ugly.  As long as they serve the function for which they were built, most people don’t give much 
thought to the building itself.  It is important that citizens be able to recognize different building 
types and their uses in order to be the most effective advocates for a positive built environment.

On the board, write the following question:  “What types of buildings make up a town?”  Work-
ing individually or in small groups, ask students to reflect seriously on this question and write as 
many answers as they can.  Have students share their ideas with the rest of the class and gener-
ate a class list answering the question.  

Using the List of Basic Building Types provided on www.mississippiheritage.com, introduce and 
discuss any building types which may not have been included in the class list, emphasizing that 
there is great diversity in the types of buildings that make up each Mississippi community.  

Developing the Lesson

Building Types and Uses
Utilizing slides or online images of various buildings, have students guess the use of each build-
ing displayed.  As they guess, have each student explain the details that suggest their guess (the 
“clues” the building gives them).  For instance, large-scale columns might suggest a bank, univer-
sity building or museum.

Keep a class list of the details that suggest each building type.  Initially ask guiding questions 
to steer the students in the right direction.  As the exercise continues, they’ll catch on and less 
direction should be needed.

Students should be able to make general connections about types of buildings that allow them 
to be “classified” together.  For instance, hospitals and schools have different uses, however, 
they both could be classified as “institutional” buildings.  Houses and apartment buildings are 
both classified as “residential”.

Teachers should also point out that some buildings contain two or more uses, such as apart-
ments located over retail stores.  These buildings are referred to as “mixed use” buildings.

Part One: Buildings, Neighborhoods & Towns
Lesson Four: How Buildings Are Used

By Charles M. Yarborough

Grade Levels 
4 – 12  Teachers should adjust/select 
activities appropriate for the age 
and ability of their students.

Objectives
Using historic buildings in your  y
community, students will sharp-
en their powers of observation 
and develop research skills.
Students will learn to become  y
aware of their local environment 
and learn about various building 
types and uses.

Mississippi Curriculum 
Connections

 Mississippi Studies (4 y th grade) 
Framework – Competencies 1,3, & 5
 Mississippi Studies (9 y th grade) 
Framework – Competencies 1, 2, 3, 
4, & 5

Materials Provided Online 
www.mississippiheritage.com

List of Basic Building Typ y es
Adaptive Reuse      y
Architecture Style Guide y

This project has been made possible with 
funding from the American Architectural 

Foundation, the Mississippi Arts Commission 
and the Mississippi Humanities Council.
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CLASSIFICATION EXAMPLE CLUES

1. Residential Homes 

Apartment buildings

Front yard, small windows, chimney, small door

Numerous windows; curtains and lamps in win-
dows; many doors

2. Commercial Stores; Offices
Restaurants

Display windows; signs

3. Industrial Factories; Warehouses; etc. Large buildings with large doors; small windows

4. Institutional Hospital; School; 
Government Offices; etc.

Large building; many entrances

5. Monumental Memorials; Museums; 
College/Universities; etc.

Ornate architectural detail; large scale; statues; 
landscaping; located away from other buildings

6. Recreational Stadiums; Skating Rink; Arcades; 
etc.

Large parking lot; easy public access

Show slides or utilize online images to illustrate the 
different classifications highlighted in the table below.   
Have students identify common architectural ele-
ments like those listed, adding to the lists as they can.

Working in small groups, have students develop a list 
of building needs scenarios to include the following 
details:  building use; number of people regularly us-
ing the building; the distinct natural environment; and 
the area surrounding the building.

Have students describe the type of building they 
would construct to meet the needs of their scenario.  
They should answer specific questions such as:

What will the building be made out of? y
What would surround the building? y
How many rooms would the building have? y
How many windows would the building have? y
What types of rooms would the building need? y

Students should draw a picture that describes the 
building in the context they’ve identified and present 
their “dream building” to the rest of the class.

Using the Architecture Style Guide provided on 
www.mississippiheritage.com, have students group 
architectural details corresponding to various build-
ing types.  Students can compare their lists.  Discuss 
the reasons that some details are prevalent in certain 
types of buildings while absent from others.

Adaptive Reuse
Old buildings often outlive their original purposes. 
Adaptive reuse occurs when a building is adapted for 
new uses while retaining its historic features. An old 
factory may become an apartment building, a historic 
church may find new life as a restaurant or a commer-
cial building may become a church.

Using the examples in the Adaptive Reuse materi-
als provided on www.mississippiheritage.com, ask 
students to guess at reasons for the adaptive reuse 
of buildings.  Create a class list.  Reasons may include 
preservation of a community’s history/culture, cost 
effectiveness, environmental concerns and others.

Recently, Richard Moe, President of the National Trust 
for Historic Preservation, spoke on the need to save 
historic buildings to help save the environment.  As 
one writer summarized from Moe’s speech, “It makes 
no sense to recycle newsprint and bottles and alumi-
num cans while we’re throwing away entire buildings, 
or even entire neighborhoods.”

Have students read all or part of Moe’s speech 
(available at http://www.nationaltrust.org/
news/2007/20071213_scully.html).  Discuss his major 
points.  Then for homework, have students, working 
individually or in small groups, identify a building in 
the community they feel would be a prime candidate 
for adaptive reuse.  What new use(s) would they 
propose for the building?  Why?

Have students develop a report or class presentation 
advocating their suggested new use for the building.
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Assessing Student Learning
Teachers may develop assessment opportunities in ad-
dition to the following: 
 

Students should learn the basic vocabulary of  y
building types.
Students should learn the basic building categories  y
and the architectural details associated with each 
category.
Students should present their “dream building” to  y
the class.
Students should complete a report/presentation  y
on the adaptive reuse of a building in their com-
munity.  
Students should participate in various classroom  y
discussions.

Extending the Lesson
The possibilities for extending the lesson are limited 
only by the desire, time and creativity of the teacher 
and students.  Some possible extensions include:

Take students on a field trip to a neighborhood  y
which illustrates a variety of building types evident 
in your community.  Have students sketch exam-
ples of building types discussed in class.  Students 
could compete to see who can identify the largest 
number of building types most quickly. 

Students could create photographic collages of  y
examples of building types found in the area 
surrounding the school or in various parts of the 
community. 

Students could prepare a lesson/presentation on  y
each building type, explaining the details which 
indicate the type.   

Invite a city planner, architect or structural engi- y
neer to visit the class to explain some of the impor-
tant differences between various building types. 

Have students explore the National Trust Sustain- y
ability Initiative website (http://www.nationaltrust.
org/green/index.html) and the Whole Building 
Design Guide: Sustainable Historic Preservation 
website (http://www.wbdg.org/resources/sustain-
able_hp.php) and write a report  or develop a class 
presentation explaining the role of historic pres-
ervation in sustainable development.  Be sure to 
utilize the News, Research, and Case Studies pages 
on the National Trust site for this assignment.

Curriculum Developed by
Mississippi Heritage Trust
PHYSICAL: 600 East Amite Street, Suite 201
Jackson, MS  39201
MAILING: P.O. Box 577, Jackson, MS  39205
PHONE: 601-354-0200
FAX: 601-354-0220
EMAIL: info@mississippiheritage.com
ONLINE: www.mississippiheritage.com 

Author: Charles M. Yarborough
As a native Mississippian, Charles M. Yarborough has 
long been an advocate for educating young people 
about the history and architecture of our state.  A 
teacher at the Mississippi School for Mathematics 
and Science since 1995, Charles regularly involves 
his students in preservation activities, including the 
performance project Tales from the Crypt, which was 
awarded the 2005 Governor’s Award for Excellence in 
the Arts, and an architecture scavenger hunt of historic 
Columbus.



Mississippi Historic Preservation Curriculum  l  ©2008 Mississippi Heritage Trust  l  Part 1  l  Lesson 5  l  Page 1

M
ississippi Historic Preserv

at
 o

n 
Cu

rr
ic

ul
um

For the Teacher 
In developing and maintaining our built environments, communities make decisions re-
garding the location, organization and preservation of buildings.  These buildings make up 
neighborhoods, towns and cities.

In this lesson, students will sharpen their awareness of the distinctions between neighbor-
hoods, towns and cities.  Additionally, students will be challenged to understand city plan-
ning and the community processes of planning.

Opening the Lesson
On the board or overhead, write “What is a neighborhood?”  Have students brainstorm 
various definitions in their own words, keeping a class list.  Discuss the various definitions 
of “neighborhood” below, emphasizing to students that there are two aspects meaning of 
“neighborhood” – one refers to a physical area and the other suggests connections be-
tween people in a community.

Neighborhood – (n) an area within a city or town that has some distinctive 
features; people living in close proximity to or near one another; people 
having something in common; (adj) in the vicinity of

Have students list the characteristics of their neighborhood or the neighborhood around 
the school.  Are there distinctive buildings, parks other places?  What about people, tradi-
tions, activities, etc.?  

Ask students how the buildings and spaces are connected to the people in their neighbor-
hood or the school’s neighborhood.  Emphasize that spaces often determine the ways that 
people interact and connect with one another.  

Have students repeat the exercise defining a “city” and a “town.”  What makes up a city?  
What makes a town?  Emphasize the similarities in the answers to these questions and 
those questions regarding neighborhoods.

Developing the Lesson

Neighborhood Maps
Using Google Maps, www.maps.google.com, Flash Earth (satellite maps), www.flashearth.
com, or any other map source for reference, have students draw a map of their neighbor-
hood with streets and natural boundaries.  The map should be on a paper large enough to 
add labels, symbols, explanations or any other information they need.

Have students walk through their neighborhoods and fill in buildings, parks and additional 
landmarks they feel are significant to the neighborhood.

Part One: Buildings, Neighborhoods & Towns
Lesson Five: Neighborhoods, Towns & Cities

By Charles M. Yarborough

Grade Levels 
4 – 12  Teachers should adjust/select 
activities appropriate for the age 
and ability of their students.

Objectives
Using historic buildings in their  y
community, students will sharp-
en their powers of observation 
and develop research skills.
Students will learn to become  y
aware of their local environ-
ment.
Students will be able to distin- y
guish between neighborhoods, 
towns and cities and be able to 
identify various issues related to 
their organization.
Students will be able to explain  y
how places may have different 
meanings for various members 
of a community.
Students will be able to explain  y
the importance of city planning 
to the development of commu-
nities.
Students will be able to differen- y
tiate between traditional devel-
opment patterns and sprawl.

Mississippi Curriculum 
Connections

 Mississippi Studies (4 y th grade) 
Framework – Competencies 1,3, & 5
 Mississippi Studies (9 y th grade) 
Framework – Competencies 1, 2, 3, 
4, & 5

Materials Provided Online 
www.mississippiheritage.com

City Maps y

This project has been made possible with 
funding from the American Architectural 

Foundation, the Mississippi Arts Commission 
and the Mississippi Humanities Council.



M
ississippi Historic Preserv

at
 o

n 
Cu

rr
ic

ul
um

Part One: Buildings, Neighborhoods & Towns
Lesson Five: Building Basics

Mississippi Historic Preservation Curriculum  l  ©2008 Mississippi Heritage Trust  l  Part 1  l  Lesson 5  l  Page 2

Have students illustrate the placement of buildings 
on the blocks in their neighborhood.  Ask them to 
consider the placement of those buildings.  Why are 
some closer to the street than others?  What kinds of 
open spaces are adjacent to some buildings?  What is 
the purpose of the open space?

Then have students write a paragraph explaining the 
“meaning” or “significance” of some building, street 
or other place identified on their maps.

In class, discuss some of the paragraphs, emphasizing 
the differences between objective, factual informa-
tion and subjective perceptions/meanings.

Other Possible Exercises
Students could also develop a brief skit, with each 
student representing a building or place on their map.  
Students should explain the “meaning” or “signifi-
cance” of the building or place during the skit.

Another activity would be for students to map their 
route from home to school or to another common 
location in their town (library, theatre, courthouse, 
park, etc).  Following the suggestions above, students 
could utilize the route map to explore the meaning of 
buildings and places.

Map Color Coding or Symbols
Give students a map of the school neighborhood and 
surrounding area with buildings noted.  Have students 
color code the buildings on their maps, according to 
the building types.  Teachers should determine (or 
allow students to determine, as long as the entire 
class is using the same color codes) a separate color 
for each of the building types emphasized in Lesson 
Four:  Residential, Commercial, Mixed Use, Industrial, 
Institutional, Monumental and Recreational. 

Have the class develop symbols for the various 
features of their neighborhoods, and then label the 
buildings and other features to explore and discuss 
what patterns they see.  For instance, a cross might 
represent a church, a book might represent a library,  
etc.  Students should also label historic buildings as 
“historic”.

Discuss with the class their observations about the 
finished maps.  What trends do they notice?  What 
types of buildings are grouped together?  The color 
coding should reflect how various building types are 
commonly grouped.  For instance, there are likely 

to be churches among or near residential buildings.  
Institutional and commercial buildings are often 
grouped together.

This exercise offers an introduction to the concept of 
zoning within a community.  Discuss with students 
what types of buildings are near their homes.  Ask 
students what types of buildings or places are not 
located nearby that would improve the community 
(parks, theatres, etc.)  What types of buildings would 
they not want near their home?  

For homework, students can write a paragraph or 
draw a picture explaining/illustrating what type of 
buildings they would or would not want in their 
neighborhood. 

Other Possible Exercises
Take a walk!  Walk the class through a neighborhood 
to have a first-hand look at the many issues they 
have studied.  Establish a focus prior to going, and 
ask questions that encourage students to consider 
their surroundings more completely.  For example:  
Why are porches open (or enclosed)?  Why are some 
buildings farther from the street than others?  How 
close together are the buildings?  Why are some win-
dows larger than others?  How wide are the streets?  
Where do people park their cars?  etc.  Have students 
discuss the differences between historic neighbor-
hoods and modern developments.

During the neighborhood walk, invite someone 
from the neighborhood to explain the history of the 
neighborhood or a specific building or place in the 
neighborhood.  Have students take notes and sketch/
photograph the buildings and identify building types 
and/or details. 

What is a City?
Have students define “city” in their own words, keep-
ing a class list.  Then have students define “town” in 
their own words, keeping a class list.  What are the 
differences?  This discussion should eventually result 
in an understanding that “city” and “town” are words 
without any firm rule of size or population.

Then have students define rural, urban and suburban 
and discuss which types of buildings and what kinds 
of landscape details are likely to be found in each.

Rural – of, or relating to, the country – Likely 
building types: farmhouses, barns, single 
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homes, etc.  Likely landscape features: pas-
tures, fields, forests, etc. 

Urban – of, or relating to, the city – Likely 
building types: hi-rises, skyscrapers, tall 
mixed-use buildings, parking garages, etc.  
Likely landscape features:  open land and 
trees limited to parks.

Suburban – a mostly residential community 
outlying a city – Likely building types:  shop-
ping malls and strip malls, housing develop-
ments, “big box” retail stores (such as Wal-
mart), large parking lots, etc.  Likely landscape 
features:  fewer trees and open land than in 
the country, but more than in the city.

Following this discussion, have students classify their 
hometown.  Is it a city? Town? Rural, urban, or subur-
ban?  Discuss their reasoning.

For homework or in class, have students draw a map 
of their hometown which should include natural 
boundaries (such as rivers, hills, mountains, etc.), 
major roadways (highways and major streets), and 
neighborhood types (residential, industrial, commer-
cial sections).  

Discuss with students how their hometown is orga-
nized and how that organization meets the needs of 
the residents of their community.  Students can also 
consider the ways the organization of their hometown 
fails to meet some of the needs of area residents.

City Planning
Explain to students that some cities and towns were 
planned while are others developed over time accord-
ing to the random settlement of the residents.  

Using an illustration of the original city plan for Jack-
son, Mississippi provided under City Maps on www.
mississippiheritage.com, explain that the original city 
plan for the City of Jackson called for a government 
building, a college and a courthouse, each with an 
accompanying green space.  Additionally, the town 
would be laid out with alternating blocks for residenc-
es/commercial buildings and park space in a “checker-
board pattern”.   Ask why the planners would dedicate 
spaces for a capitol, college and courthouse.  What 
other types of buildings would be needed?  Where 
were they likely to locate?  How might this plan be 
different if it were being developed today?  Would 

you require the same buildings?  Why/Why not?  
Teachers can use illustrations of other cities or towns 
as long as they lend themselves to exploring the basic 
principles highlighted by the above questions.  Com-
pare/contrast the city plan of Jackson with other city 
maps provided on www.mississippiheritage.com.  

As the students discuss the questions above, encour-
age them to understand that some cities are orga-
nized or planned in advance, while others are not.  
City planners try to organize cities so that homes, 
roads, government buildings and businesses are 
spread out in a way that will encourage a healthy life 
for a city’s inhabitants.

Sprawl
Explain to students that, following War World II, 
development patterns in the Unites States began to 
change.  This change was due in large part to mas-
sive government spending on the interstate system, 
increased automobile ownership and disinvestment in 
public mass transit.

Show students the Sprawl Diagram provided under 
City Maps on www.mississippiheritage.com and read 
them the following explanatory paragraph:

Suburban sprawl, depicted in the lower 
sketch, creates a geography of separation.  
Stores, offices and housing are deliberately 
kept apart, forcing people to drive to ev-
ery destination.  Traditional neighborhood 
design, by contrast, ties a community’s ele-
ments into a network of streets that provides 
many choices of how to get from one point to 
another-on foot, on a bicycle, or in a motor 
vehicle (from A Better Place to Live, Philip 
Langdon, 1994).

Ask students to compare/contrast the sprawl diagram 
with the city maps of towns in Mississippi already 
discussed.  How does this compare with their com-
munity?  Can students walk to school? parks? shops? 
movie theatres?

Plan a City
 Once students have engaged in these discussions, 
it is time for them to plan a city! Explain to students 
that their city should follow traditional development 
patterns, not sprawl.  Working in groups (or as a 
single class group), have students brainstorm about 
the many different types of buildings they will need 
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in their model city.  Ask questions as students work 
that force them to explore the comprehensive needs 
of the inhabitants of a city:  Where will residents 
eat?; receive medical care?; park cars?; repair cars?; 
purchase clothes?; receive an education (elementary/
secondary/professional)?; play? etc.  

Students should also evaluate the various housing 
needs of residents.  Remind students that in addition 
to single family homes of various sizes, they should 
consider including lofts over commercial businesses, 
townhouses and apartment buildings.

One important component to consider in planning 
the model city is transportation.  Have students dis-
cuss options for different types of roads in their town, 
including boulevards, alleys, avenues and streets.  Ask 
students to consider options for mass transit in their 
town, including a streetcar or bus system, as well as 
bike paths and walking trails.  Encourage students to 
place goods and services within a five minute walk 
(five mile radius) of neighborhoods.

Once students have created a comprehensive list of 
the types of buildings and other places their model 
city will need, have the group(s) discuss/negotiate 
the locations of these buildings and develop a model 
map of their city to illustrate the selected locations.  
Students should be reminded that there are certain 
types of buildings that residents might not want 
located near others.  

Give your model city roots.  Be sure students select 
a name for their city.  Students can also develop an 
imaginary scenario about the founding of the city and 
its development over time.

Once the model cities are drawn, each group will 
present and explain their model to the rest of the 
class.

Other Possible Exercises
If time permits, each student or group can also build 
a model of the city, or a neighborhood within the city.  
Students should use the same scale for each building. 

Each student or group should record the following for 
each building model:

The building’s function and size y
The materials to be used y
A floor plan for the building y
A drawing of the front façade of the building y

Models should be placed in relation to one another 
to illustrate the city or neighborhood plan.   Students 
may use children’s wooden blocks or Lego-type blocks 
for a more basic representation of the planned city.

Students could also research professions or volunteer 
positions related to community building.  Students 
could then explain that person’s role in developing 
a particular building, park or neighborhood in their 
model city as part of the classroom presentation. 

Some possible choices include:
Architect y
Engineer y
Land Surveyor y
Transportation Planner y
City/County Planner y
Planning or Zoning Commissioner y
Historic Preservation Commissioner y
Craftsman (bricklayer, plasterer, carpenter, etc.) y
Contractor/Builder y
Property Owner y
Real Estate Agent y
Developer y
Landscape Architect y
Elected Official (mayor, alderman, county com- y
missioner)

Assessing Student Learning
Teachers may develop assessment opportunities in 
addition to the following: 

Student should complete map assignments. y
Student should prepare a written or oral explana- y
tion of neighborhoods, towns and cities.
Student should complete planned city illustration  y
or model.
Student should participate in various classroom  y
discussions.

Extending the Lesson
The possibilities for extending the lesson are limited 
only by the desire, time and creativity of the teacher 
and students.  Some possible extensions include:

Students could create photographic collages to  y
“tell the story of” their neighborhood or a signifi-
cant spot in the neighborhood. 

Invite a city planner, local zoning commissioner or  y
local historic preservation commissioner to speak 
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with the class about local planning or zoning issues.  
Before the speaker arrives, have students develop a 
“what if” scenario for the planner or commissioner 
to address and discuss with the class.  For example, 
“what if” a developer wanted to purchase a local 
landmark, demolish it, and build a new restaurant 
on the location? 

Invite someone from the Mississippi Heritage Trust  y
to attend the classroom presentation of the model 
city.  Contact Dawn Denton, Director of Programs, 
at 601-354-0200 to set up a classroom visit. 

Take students on a field trip to one of the many  y
wonderful historic places in Mississippi.  The Mis-
sissippi Tourism Division has lots of information on 
their website, www.visitmississippi.org/cultural_
historical/, about historic resources across the state 
that you can visit. 
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