DOWNTOWN-NO FINER PLACE

Preview of Main Idea

Geography is an integrated study of people, places and environments.  It is concerned with space and place, nature and society.  “Downtown” is the place where the history of American settlement began.  Through this project, the students will learn about their city, Minot, by studying a city map, looking at the book, “People, Places and Events,” and going on a walking field trip of Main Street. They will visit key places, take pictures, meet business people and study the architecture of the oldest buildings.  They will write about their observations, draw pictures and describe their knowledge by creating Hyperstudio stacks.  The outcomes include the application of the knowledge of geographical concepts, an appreciation of our community and its place in the world, and an introduction to individuals who are committed to preserving our city’s history.

Connection With the Curriculum

Social studies, Language Arts, Visual Arts, North Dakota Studies

National Geography Standards Addressed

#1.  How to use maps and other geographic representations, tools and technologies to acquire, process and report information.

#4.  The physical and human characteristics of places.

#18.  To apply geography to interpret the present and plan for the future.

Teaching Level

Grade 4; adaptable to all grades

Lesson Time

Four one-hour class periods and one field trip.

Purpose

To identify architectural features and record factors of a geographic location where one of North Dakota’s four largest cities had its beginning and, in the words of Petula Clark, to discover that “things’ll be great when you’re Downtown!”

Objectives

1.  Apply the geographic skills of observation, speculation, analyzation and evaluation.

2.  Discuss the past and present and identify people who make downtown unique.

3.  Enjoy experiences and findings in a variety of media:  writing, photography, artwork, and computer skills.

Materials

Notebooks, drawing paper, digital camera, Hyperstudio program, Minot city map, tune and lyrics of Petula Clark’s “Downtown.”

Suggestions for Teaching The Unit

Opening the lesson
1.  Study a city map and use computer skills to search for a North Dakota map and Minot map.  Analyze various reasons for the development of Main Street in relationship to the location of the Souris River and the railroad.  Discuss the role of the railroad and various ethnic groups that contributed to the founding of Minot.  

Developing the Lesson

2.  Play Petula Clark’s recording of “Downtown.”  Give the students a copy of the lyrics and discuss her feelings about downtown.

3.  Discuss the history of “downtown” using the book “People, Places and Events.”  Read and interpret historical maps.

4.  Interview grandparents or someone who remembers the early days of Minot.

5.  Plan a field trip.  Enlist the help of people who have an interest in the architecture, preservation and operation of downtown.

6.  Have the students take pictures, write notes and draw as they walk up and down Main Street....look up when you’re downtown. 

7.  Help them to be sensitive to the sights, sounds and activities of downtown.

Concluding the Lesson

8.  Construct map of Main Street.
9.  Have students gather all of their information to put in a ‘portfolio.’  The class will also make a ‘big book,’ shaped like a suitcase and fill it with brochures, pictures, collages and souvenirs.

Assessment

Develop a rubric to assess the portfolio, which should include photos, and descriptions that have been put into a Hyperstudio stack.  Students will be assessed on their understanding of Main Street’s place in the history of Minot.  The portfolio will also include a ‘downtown’ picture postcard made by each student.

Extending the Lesson

Write a letter to the mayor telling him why downtown Minot is such a special place.

Teaching Tips

Schedule a time, the day before the field trip, when students can learn to use a digital camera.  I let them take pictures in the school, on the playground and, perhaps most importantly, of each other.  Then, just prior to our trip, I informed the students that they could take pictures of anything, except each other.  Also, we spent one class period discussing the importance and meaning of observation, speculation, analyzation and evaluation of the existence of downtown Minot.
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DOWNTOWN...NO FINER PLACE!

 Walking best experiences the ‘feel’ of one’s connection to the environment, whether it is in the city or country.  From downtown, to the farmer’s wheat field, there is beauty in the new, fresh, old or restored.  Appreciation for the old has its roots in history and those who have gone before us.  Those who laid the cobblestone streets and hardened dirt roads with a horse and buggy built their cities in relation to rivers and railroads.  That part of history is evident in the development of downtown Minot.  “Downtown” is the place where the history of American settlement began
The idea for this project began with my own adventures--a North Dakota native who, in my limited travels, has grown to love downtown ‘anywhere.’.  The summer of 1994 I participated in a walking field trip around the ‘back side’ of Washington DC.   It was one of the many learning experiences during a thirty day Instructional Leadership Institute at the National Geographic Society headquarters.  On our field trip, away from the monuments, there was beautiful architecture on churches and old stores. 
Of course, we learned a lot about geography!  Geography is an integrated study of people, places and environments.  It is concerned with space and place, nature and society. 
An effective learning tool in preparation for any field trip is “OSAE (O Say), Can You See?”  It is a grand vehicle for exploration and discovery.  It builds on observation (e.g., what do you see and how does it look?), leads to critical speculation (e.g., what is or was it used for?)  and geographic analysis (e.g., how can we learn more about it?) and ends with asking the observer to evaluate the landscape or structure being studied (e.g., is it productive and architecturally pleasing?).   It is fascinating to watch ten year olds use these skills after practicing them in the classroom!  And, believe me, it works!     
 So, downtown Minot, here we come!  Through this project, I wanted the students to learn about their city and Main Street.  Plans included visiting key places, taking pictures, meeting business people and studying the architecture of the oldest buildings.  The outcomes would include the application of the knowledge of geographical concepts, an appreciation of our community and its place in our world, and an introduction to individuals who are committed to preserving our city’s history.  

My purpose, as stated in the lesson plan, was this:  To identify architectural features and record factors of a geographic location where one of North Dakota’s four largest cities had its beginning and, in the words of Petula Clark, to discover that “things’ll be great when you’re Downtown!”

The students were excited about a walking field trip.  Dean Caldwell, Minot businessman, agreed to lead the tour and gave us a special book called “People, Places and Events,” which was published in commemoration of the Minot/Ward County Centennial. We looked at pictures and talked about the old days and asked older neighbors and relatives about their memories.  Further preparations included calling Mike Berg, retired downtown business owner, who also joined us.  There had been an article in the Minot Daily News about his role in reactivating the fountain that once watered small animals and horses on Main Street.  I also called the owner of Charlie’s Main Street Cafe and asked him to arrange to have one of the ‘old timers’ talk to the boys and girls.  Another important contact was Rose Workman at St. Leo’s Catholic Church who explained the outdoor and indoor architecture and brief history of the this beautiful church. 
A key factor in the success of this project was teaching the children how to use the digital cameras and letting them take pictures in the school, on the playground and, most importantly, of each other.  Once they did that, they were ready for the project!  As we left on the field trip, they were told that they could take pictures of anything, except each other.  Once they looked up, they hardly ever looked down!
This project, after the encouragement of Susan Feist, Taube Museum of Art, was expanded and extended into the summer months.  Two groups of these fourth graders went back downtown and were allowed to take photos of each other, as well as anything they could find that they may have missed.  Again, heads turned upward and their photos were amazing! 
I plan to take my class on this same field trip next spring and hope that many other classrooms in the Minot area will also be able to enjoy the color, sights, sounds, people and history of downtown Minot. 
As essential quality in making this field trip successful is teacher motivation and personal interest in the landscape analysis of downtown.  The students are sure to learn reasons to help them realize that he or she will want to be involved in some aspect of their ‘downtown.’  Most importantly, this gives students ownership in ‘downtown’ and helps prepare them to become appreciative and productive citizens.
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