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An Even Dozen ideas for your city investigations

I expect no two groups to investigate their cities the same way.  In fact, I

would be rather disappointed if the presentations look like clones of each

other.  If we’ve learned nothing else, we should have learned that each bit of

Urban America has unique characteristics of its own.  That, coupled with the

fact that are groups vary considerably in size, should lead to considerable

differences in presentations.  Below are some ideas some of you might wish to

pursue.  The list is not inclusive.  There are other things which some of you

might choose to pursue.  I’d like to have a mix of things for each city, variety

is the spice of life.  So here are a few ideas.

1 Why is your city where it is, and how did the location shape the history and

culture of the city?  Here, historic maps can be useful.

mailto:amst334_urban@gmail.com
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/historic_us_cities.html


2.  Public Art.  Making Cities Beautiful

Who or What does your city choose to memorialize through its outdoor Public

Art–Statues, murals and the like?  (You might enjoy comparing public art from

different periods).

http://www.publicartprojectsofamerica.com/




3.  Who Lives Where?  (And Why?)

There are several possibilities here, each of which could begin with a visit to

American Factfinder.

TM-P004B. Percent of Persons Who Are Black or African American Alone: 2000 

More information about this theme...

Having located an area statistically interesting, visit it with streetfinder.

4. 



Who Runs the Show?

Most cities now have official websites.  On them, one can locate what services

are offered by what departments.  The website for each city will be a little

different in terms of what it wishes to communicate to its citizens.  It the

Richmond, Virginia, site, for example, one can find out how government

stimulus money is being spent and what results are being achieved. Ambitious

folks can then look to see where the projects are within the city boundaries,

and who lives in the vicinity.

5.  Who Also Runs the Show?

Remember Jane Jacobs puts great stock in community organizations and

community organizers–stakeholders in neighborhoods such as those shown on

the map of Pittsburgh above.  What are the significant community

organizations in your city?  Which seem to be the most successful, and why? 

How does one define success at the neighborhood level?

http://www.ci.richmond.va.us/departments/stimulus/
http://www.ci.richmond.va.us/departments/stimulus/
http://www.city.pittsburgh.pa.us/portal/neighborhoods.html


6.  Our Town, Then and Now.  

The more historically inclined might enjoy prowling around a number of

sources of historical photographs–looking to see what was there at one time,

and what, if anything, still survives.  In some cases, you might be able to find

local collections of historical photographs.   In other cases, you’ll be able

to find national collections with interesting pictures in them.

The beer brewed here

made this city famous,

or so the

advertisements would

have you believe. 

What’s the building’s

use now?

http://www4.uwm.edu/libraries/digilib/Milwaukee/


And where might this have

been?

What’s gone?  What’s Still there?



7.  What’s on the Community’s Mind?

The Internet Public Library is a good place to check up on the local news. 

Concentrate on the local stuff, and don’t forget to look at editorials and at

letters to the editor.  There are other sites online with large collections of

Newspapers, including, ABYZ Newslinks.  You want the second listing on the

linked pages.  Here, you’ll find all sorts of media.

8.   Public Safety–is there any?  

For those with an interest in cops and robbers, keeping tabs on crime in your

communities is an option.  A bit ago, this would have been more difficult, but

evidently there are enough crime fans to support a commercial website

devoted to just that.  So if you want to Spot Crime, be my guest.  Which

areas of your city are comparatively safe?  Which less so.  Look around the

neighborhoods for evidence related to Jacobs’ ideas about this.  Look back to

the American Factfinder demographics to see if you see any particular

correlations, and look at the local press to see how it does (or does not) treat

certain kinds of crime.

9.  The Lively Arts.

What’s going on in the art world in your city?  You might begin investigating

with the National Endowment for the Arts.  You may also be successful

search for (your city)+ Arts Council.  Many cities have them.  Look in the local

newspapers to see what’s going on, and then look to streetview to see where

the venues for the arts are in your city.

10.  Festivals and Celebrations

New York has the Thanksgiving Parade, Philadelpha, the Mummers Parade,

Minneapolis, the Aquatennial, and St. Paul the Winter Carnival.  Does your city

have a local festival.  IF there’s not a city-wide festival, are there

neighborhood festivals or celebrations associated with specific ethnic or church

communities?  What can you find out about them.  Festivals.Com has a

database for this.  I haven’t given it a thorough workout.  But it looks to be

worth a look.

11.   What works and What Doesn’t.

What would count the greatest success in your city?  What the greatest

failure?  What parts of your city work, and which parts don’t.  If your city

suffered a great disaster (Not all of them as famous at the San Francisco

Earthquake or the Chicago Fire, how did it respond)?

http://www.ipl.org/div/news/
http://www.abyznewslinks.com/unite.htm
http://spotcrime.com/
http://factfinder.census.gov/home/saff/main.html?_lang=en
http://www.nea.gov/
http://www.festivals.com/
http://www.massmoments.org/moment.cfm?mid=19


12.  My Neighborhood is better than Your Neighborhood.

This probably works best with two members of a group.  Each take a

neighborhood and argue why and in what ways it is a better asset to the city

as a whole.

Most cities have some web location designed to promote the neighborhoods

which constitute them.  The Pittsburgh neighborhood tours website is a

good example of this sort of thing.  So is Mount Washington better than the

Strip District?  In what way?  Fight it out, Mounties and Strippers.  (Use as

many of the tools as we’ve been learning to use during the semester).  

http://www.pittsburghneighborhoodtours.com/pr13/

