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Description:
During the latter part of academic year 2006-2007, members of a single section of Advanced Placement US history were challenged with the goal of developing plans for redevelopment of the property located at 4300-4326 Ridge Avenue in the East Falls section of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  This site is not technically a brownfields site, rather it is a redevelopment property which the Redevelopment Agency of the City of Philadelphia owns.  Each Field Research Team (FRT, 18 students divided into three teams) was required to demonstrate a solid understanding of the issues facing the East Falls community with respect to the site, the concepts of brownfields and redevelopment, as well as several other topics.  Each FRT was required to create and deliver a 10-12 minute power point presentation which argued for a specific plan based on its research.  The class worked for two and one-half weeks on this project, between mid-May and early June.

In academic year 2005-2006, several 11th grade classes utilized the last several weeks of school in late May and early June to create several different projects all associated with the Wissahickon Industrial Center where Atwater Kent had housed his manufacturing company in the early decades of the twentieth century.  Some students produced a design for a wall mural and wall hanging, both of which drew upon the manufacturing history and more recent uses of the space (such as Resources for Human Development), while other students wrote a brochure which covered the same history.

Preparation:
Students' preparation took several forms.  

1.  We had visits from these individuals:


Sterling Johnson, who defined and discussed the basic issues related to brownfields and 



the US Corps of Engineers work with them in the Delaware Valley; 


Linda Saltford, who commented on the community of East Falls and how the 




neighborhood had engaged with the site; 


Laurie Finer and Vicki Markovitz, students from last year's class who were completing 



the actual mural at the WIC site;


Gina Snyder, executive director of the East Falls Development Corporation, who gave us 



the history of various redevelopment plans which had not been implemented and 



discussed the role of various agencies of the city of Philadelphia.

2.  We read a wide variety of news articles which covered re-development planning in the greater 
Philadelphia area.  The basic articles included "City Offers 'Rivage' Site for Sale to Developers," 
The Fallser, May 2007; "Teams Vie to Develop an East Falls Site," Philadelphia Business 
Journal, August 2005; "Playground Plan Drawing Ire in East Falls," The Philadelphia Inquirer, 
September 2006; "City Housing Agency Backs East Falls Plan" The Philadelphia Inquirer, 
January 2005; "Falls Ridge Opens First Phase of Mixed-Income Development," The 
Philadelphia Inquirer, October 2003; "Last Month -- Moving Forward, This Month -- Full Stop!" 
The Fallser, March 2007; "Brownfields," FDCH Congressional Testimony, September 2005; 
"Nicetown Neighbors Refuse to Give Up," The Philadelphia Inquirer, October 1994; and "True 
Grit Investors Trade High-Rise for Hard-Core," The Philadelphia Inquirer, March 1989.

3.  We watched "Rachel Carson's Silent Spring," a PBS documentary produced in 1992 to learn more 
about the history of modern American environmentalism to add to the 
students' database 
regarding issues affecting local communities.

4.  We discussed what ideas were possible as the project moved forward.

5.  Each FRT visited the site, taking notes and photographs, and drawing representations of the 
property.

Final Products:
Each FRT created and delivered a power point presentation which detailed plans such as food market with café, a combined café and performing arts center, a daycare center, bookstore, among other ideas.  Each FRT had to tackle issues such as parking (underground v. above ground spots), handicapped accessible entrances for a proposed day care center, arguments for a Starbucks coffee café as opposed to a locally owned establishment that was not a franchise of a national chain.   

Black and white print outs of each of the three power point presentations are available for review as well as a color digital copy of one of them.  There is also a compact disc with interviews filmed with local residents and people who work in the community.

The more intangible products such as student engagement with the East Falls community (the local neighborhood within which our school is located), student practice in detective and research skills, and student refinement of oral presentation skills are harder to assess.  However, the small adult audience of practitioners in the various professional fields under study provided thoughtful feedback for the event.  It was clear that the class had dedicated considerable creative energy to completion of their presentations.  In all, the presentations were a dynamic combination of elements for an end-of-the-year project.

This project was strong in its connecting the students to significant community issues affecting not only the city of Philadelphia but other cities also (in Florida, Wisconsin, and elsewhere in Pennsylvania).  We did not, however, manage to utilize outstanding external curricula that so obviously connected to the topics which the project undertook to study, specifically Purdue University‘s “Our Town” units and Creative Change’s “Lessons from the Land” and “Economic for the Common Good” units.

Ideas for investigation during the academic year 2007-2008 include a focus on the Black Horse Inn located on Bethlehem Pike in Flourtown, a project that would connect us with ongoing local historic preservation efforts, among other constituencies.

Overall, the idea of using the last several weeks of the academic year to set US history students loose on an investigation of a site that has historical, environmental, and cultural weight and which results in an imaginative conclusion is certainly solid.  However, how we are able to balance all these elements needs more consideration and assistance.  All feedback is welcomed.

