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Planning Sustainable Communities: Experiential 
Learning & Davy Lands Project  
 
Planning Sustainable Communities 
 
During the 1950s, the movement of people away from urban centers led to the evolution 
of the suburban residential neighbourhood, and ultimately to strip commercial and office 
development. Continuing demand for lower density housing resulted in consumption of 
large tracts of land at the expense of the environment and the increasing economic and 
social costs. In recent years, there have been concerted efforts in North America to deal 
with the urban sprawl that resulted from unchecked development and laissez-faire 
attitudes. The challenge in the future is to accommodate growth through development 
that is marketable and economically feasible; development that is guided by the 
principles of ‘smart growth’; development that creates a sense of community and 
identity through effective planning and design solutions.  
 

 
In this context, the new planning approaches are guided by the vision for sustainable 
cities as places that build on their assets and have a strong sense of place. People that 
live in these cities value healthy ecosystems, use resources efficiently and actively seek to 
retain and enhance a locally based economy. The planning process in these 
communities is engaging, inclusive and constructive.  
 
 
 



Pedagogical Approach 
 

This project provided an opportunity to apply these ideas in practice. Organised as a six-
week intensive research course at the University of Calgary, the project created a 
framework for experiential learning and discourse on a wide range of strategies to pursue 
sustainability in practice. A group of planning students developed a community plan for 
Davy Lands—a new community on the edge of the city of Airdrie. Students broadened 
their knowledge on urban sustainability through field visits, lectures, hands-on community 
planning experience and interaction with developers, planners, architects, academics, 
and community activists. The pedagogical approach incorporates theoretical 
approaches to sustainability in the university curriculum through experiential learning and 
exposure to the real world of planning practice.  
 
Students explored different aspects of the community planning process through census 
data analysis, research and evaluation of different development scenarios for the study 
area, as well as the design of a concept land use plan. The final outcome of this studio 
project provided a vital mechanism for collective learning as well as for the 
development of a range of practical urban planning skills. 
 
Objectives 
 
The overall objective of the project was to introduce students to planning approaches to 
achieve sustainability in new suburban communities. Specific objectives were: 

 To provide a step-by-step introduction to the community planning process and 
planning policies aiming at sustainability;   



 To provide an opportunity to apply sustainable community planning and design 
approaches to the development of a concept land use plan of Davy Lands; 

 To enhance learning through a framework for efficient collaboration among 
student teams dealing with sector specific issues – housing, employment, 
transportation, community facilities, infrastructure.  

 
Learning Outcomes 

 

 
 
The work of the students illustrates the vision for Davy Lands, as well as the conceptual 
community plans presented to our client—the developer of Davy Lands. It incorporates 
their critical reflection on planning policy tools and instruments to plan and build 
sustainable communities. The community plans create a bold vision for a new 
community that is compact, transit oriented, and diverse in terms of housing choices and 
neighbourhood amenities. The planning policy framework advocates integration of land 
uses, clustering of neighbourhood activities and environmentally sensitive approach to 
development. It articulates the need to create a strong sense of place and 
neighbourhood identity through preservation of the cultural and environmental heritage 
on the land.  
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