USP 475-575 – The Urban Design Workshop: Casing the City
Fall 2026
Overview
A city is a complex human-made organism, a continuously unfolding drama that, at its best, inspires the imagination and enriches the human prospect. Historically cities have been the loci of social, cultural, economic, and ecological innovation enabled by an intense metabolism of knowledge, energy, nutrient, material, financial and cultural flows, and interactions that animate complex and vibrant forms of community life. By the year 2030, it is estimated that about 60% of humanity will be urban residents, while in the US the number will be closer to 90%. Will these dwellers be victims of un-designed and poorly planned urbanization or residents of great cities? 
This course will expose students to the basic elements of building great cities. Streets, plazas, gardens, blocks, and neighborhoods comprise the designed public environment and are the urban designer’s primary kit of parts. We will spend the first portion of the fall quarter outdoors (yes outdoors!) exploring examples of these elements and wrestling with such questions as: What makes a great street? A memorable plaza? A welcoming garden? A functional block? A beloved neighborhood? How can designers and planners integrate the art and science of placemaking into the creation of great neighborhoods and cities? During our field work, we will “read” examples of these urban design elements to discern their intent, underlying principles, materiality, and dimensionality. We will record how these elements afford human behavior patterns (or not) and develop a language with which to document our findings.  We will synthesize our work into a sharable catalogue of urban diagrams to be drawn upon in your future work.
Objectives
The purpose of “Casing the City” is to provide planning and design students with a practical grounding in the elements of urban placemaking. This field-oriented course will: 
· Familiarize students with the urban design “kit of parts”—streets, parks, plazas, activity nodes, gardens, blocks, and neighborhoods—that is foundational to urban placemaking.
· Develop skills to see, read, sketch, and diagram urban public space.
· Expose students to the principles underlying great streets, public places, and neighborhoods.
· Develop an understanding of urban metabolism: how cities function and how resource flows provide social, economic, and ecological function and animate public places.
· Create a resource base of hard and soft patterns for use in future urban design, planning, and architecture studios as well as professional practice work.
Themes
Underpinning our tactile city adventures will be a series of themes which we will integrate into our analyses, sketching, and recording. These include: 
· The legible city: How to make a memorable city by incorporating the cognitive elements—paths, nodes, landmarks, districts, edges, and gateways—that humans use to navigate the city.
· The public city and the private city: How cities provide degrees of privacy and publicness in urban fabric.
· The defensible city: How “eyes on the street,” territoriality, and active street life create safe city places.
· The open city: Strategies for breaking down barriers, planning for adaptive uses over time.  
· The city as a kit of parts: How to read the city and create a toolkit of precedents that can be drawn upon to inform placemaking. 
· The city as urban metabolism: How resilient urban fabric holds integrated patterns of energy, water, materials, information, money, and food flows and transactions and why this web of flows should be intentionally designed into public infrastructure… and celebrated.
· The spatial-temporal city: How cities evolve over time and change by season and how to design for this.
Schedule
The field portion of the course will meet every Wednesday from 9:30 AM – 12:40 PM at various locations TBD.
· Week 1: 09/30/26 -- Course overview, Field work – spaces, streets, axes, and nodes
· Week 2: 10/07/26 – Field work, cheat sheets due – streets and squares 
· Week 3: 10/14/26 – Field work – parks, spatial hierarchy, and intersections as nodes
· Week 4: 10/21/26 – Field work -- corridors and nodes: a tale of two main streets
The studio portion of the course will meet every Wednesday from 9:30 AM – 12:40 PM in Urban Centr Room 270.
· Week 5: 10/28/26 – Interlude: Field work and studio work -- anatomy of a node, last day for final project area selection and teams
· Week 6: 11/04/26 – Studio work -- project areas analysis, opportunities and constraints due
· Week 7: 11/11/26 – Studio work -- draft concept design and urban design principles due
· Week 8: 11/18/26 – Studio work – final concept design, urban design principles, and draft illustrative material
· Week 9: 11/25/26 – Studio work – individual study area 
· Week 10: 12/02/26 – Studio work -- final project dry run, independent book review due, last day to submit sketchbooks
· Week 11: Week of 12/07/26 Final presentation 
Required Course Materials
You will need a sketchbook (minimum 8-1/2” x 11”), sketching pens, pencils, scales, a tape measure, a means to digitally record places and use patterns, comfortable, warm, water-resistant clothing and comfortable, water-resistant shoes. Please bring these materials to the first class on September 30 as we will be spending class time out in the field.
Assignments
Each student will:
1. Maintain a sketchbook within which to record field exercises, and which will serve as a basis for their final project. Each student will develop a graphic “language” to express field work findings. The instructors will review sketchbooks with students to assess progress and offer critique.
2. Enter into their sketchbook an urban design “cheat sheet” for handy reference during the walking tours and project design work. This will be a one-two page summary containing all the urban design elements/principles covered in the introductory presentation.  
3. Create an urban design proposal for an urban neighborhood, recording and analyzing its kit of parts, cognitive elements, underlying principles, public-private interfaces, human behavior affordances, and urban metabolic flows. This work will be undertaken in teams and will include an individual study area proposal within each team’s proposal. Each student and team will provide an assessment of how successful the neighborhood and its elements are and propose conceptual design responses to address selected shortcomings. Each student (or team) will present their findings and recommendations in digital graphic format to the class and invited guests at a final presentation.
4. Required Reading: Each student will read and become conversant with the ideas elucidated in: 
· The Image of The City, Kevin Lynch 
· Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City, Richard Sennett
and create a two-three-page summary of one of the following to share with the class:
·  A Theory of Good City Form, Kevin Lynch
· The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Jane Jacobs
· The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, William Whyte
· Feminist City, Leslie Kern
· How to Study Public Life, Jan Gehl and Birgitte Svarre
· Smooth City: Against Urban Perfection, Toward Collective Alternatives, Rene Boer and Kees de Klein
· Designing Disorder: Experiments and Disruptions in the City, Pablo Sendra and Richard Sennett
· Biophilic Cities: Integrating Nature into Urban Design and Planning, Tim Beatley
Or… Another book from the list below.
Additional References
· Making Massive Small Change: Building the Urban Society We Want, Kelvin Campbell
· Defensible Space, Oscar Newman
· Great Streets, Allan Jacobs
· The Boulevard Book, Allan Jacobs
· City Planning According to Artistic Principles, Camillo Sitte
· City Comforts: How to Build an Urban Village, David Sucher
· Making EcoDistricts: Concepts and Methods for Advancing Sustainability in Neighborhoods, Seltzer, Smith, Cortright et al, Introduction and Chapter 1.
· Cities as Sustainable Ecosystems, Peter Newman and Isabella Jennings
· The City as a System: Metabolic Design for New Urban Forms & Functions, Dooghe, et al.
· Going Public: Public Architecture, Urbanism and interventions, Lukas Ferireiss (ed.)
· A New Theory of Urban Design, Christopher Alexander, Hajo Neis, et al.
· A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings, Construction, Christopher Alexander, Sara Ishikawa, Murray Silverstein, et. al.
· Life Between Buildings, Jan Gehl
· Street Fight: Handbook for an Urban Revolution, Janette Sadik-Khan
· The City Assembled, Spiro Kostof
· Tactical Urbanism: Short-Term Action for Long-Term Change, Mike Lydon & Anthony Garcia
· The Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard, Maria Jolas, et al.
· Welcome to Your World: How the Built Environment Shapes Our Lives, Sarah Goldhagen
· Town and Square, Paul Zucker
Course Grading
Sketchbook 			40%
· Quality, completeness
· Memory sketch assignments
Final Project			40%
· Study area selection (0)
· Analysis (5)
· Opportunities and Constraints (5)
· Urban Design Concept + Principles (10)
· Illustrative support (10) 
· Final Presentation (10)	
Independent Book Review	10%
Attendance			10%
· Overall participation
· Participation based on demonstrated knowledge of two required texts
· Class attendance 




Software
This class will leverage your skills in the typical range of software programs used to create professional planning graphics (e.g., ArcGIS, CAD/REVIT, SketchUp, the Adobe Creative Suite, etc.). The workshop does not include time to provide instruction on these applications or the tools they offer. We understand that this class may be your first exposure to using graphic software applications. While we will provide very basic tip sheets and links to tutorials, the responsibility for learning any software will be yours. 
Note: If you do not have digital graphic skills you may want to defer taking this class until a later time after you acquire experience with these programs.
To access Metro's RLIS GIS Data - the points, lines, and polygons for features like rivers, streets, buildings, and parks that will be useful for creating Base Maps - you will want to navigate to PSU’s I Drive: I:\Research\samba\gisdata\PortlandRLIS
Information about the I Drive and how to map to it can be found [HERE].
Instructor
Timothy W. Smith, FAICP, RA 
tismith@pdx.edu 
Tim Smith is Principal Emeritus and founder of the Urban Design + Planning Studio at SERA Architects, a Portland firm that offers integrated services in architecture, urban design, planning, and sustainability consulting. He is a registered architect, certified planner, and a Fellow in the American Institute of Certified Planners with over 40 years of professional experience. Tim is passionate about the art and science of placemaking, and his work is aimed at creating whole and beautiful places that enrich the human experience and integrate nature at the aesthetic and systemic levels. His work spans a variety of scales, from the site, block and neighborhood to the community, campus, city, and region.  
His recent work includes long-range framework planning and urban design for both Google and Stanford University in Silicon Valley, the master plan and development guidelines for Liwa, a new capital city for the Western Region of Abu Dhabi, concept, numerous community revitalization and urban design projects throughout the Pacific Northwest, numerous campus plans and award-winning projects and research in sustainable urban design and city planning. Tim has served as urban design advisor to the San Francisco Mayor’s Office for the Redevelopment of Treasure Island in San Francisco Bay and to the Portland Development Commission for the Redevelopment of the South Waterfront in Portland. He was the lead urban designer for the Avenue of the Arts, the one-mile long, primary north-south streetscape that anchors Philadelphia’s downtown arts district.
Tim developed Civic Ecology, a citizen-driven, whole systems framework for community design and has helped implement the framework in numerous communities nationally and internationally. He co-authored Making EcoDistricts: Concepts and Methods for Advancing Sustainability in Neighborhoods, authored Civic Ecology: A Citizen-Driven Framework for Transforming Suburban Communities, delivered a TEDx talk on Civic Ecology and lectures widely on the topic. Tim is currently a founding partner of InfraCenters LLC, a regenerative infrastructure development firm specializing in integrated, net-zero carbon, equitable community-scaled infrastructure design and development. 
Tim has served as Vice President of the Portland Planning Commission, on the Portland Chapter AIA Urban Design Committee, the Portland Mayor’s Central City Roundtable, and as a member of the City of Portland EcoDistrict Technical Advisory Committee. 
Tim holds a B.S. and an M Arch. from the University of Michigan and an M. C. P. and M. Arch. in Urban Design from the University of Pennsylvania where he taught urban design studios in the School of Design. He has taught urban design studios and workshops at the University of Oregon and Portland State University.

Access and Inclusion for Students with Disabilities
PSU values diversity, equity, and inclusion. My goal is to create a learning environment that is accessible, equitable, inclusive, and welcoming. I am committed to fostering mutual respect and full participation for all students. If any aspects of instruction or course design result in barriers to your inclusion or learning, the Disability Resource Center (DRC) provides accommodations in the learning environment.
If you have, or think you may have, a disability that may affect your work in this class and feel you need accommodations, contact the DRC to schedule an appointment and initiate a conversation about reasonable accommodations. The DRC works with students who have physical, learning, cognitive, mental health, sensory, chronic illness, and all other disabilities.
If you already have accommodations: Please contact me to make sure that I have received your Faculty Notification Email, and to discuss your accommodations.
The DRC is located in Smith Memorial Student Union, Suite 116. You can also contact the DRC at 503-725-4150, drc@pdx.edu, or visit the DRC website (https://www.pdx.edu/disability-resource-center).

Title IX Reporting Obligations
Portland State is committed to providing an environment free of all forms of prohibited discrimination and sexual harassment (sexual assault, domestic and dating violence, gender or sex-based harassment and stalking). If you have experienced any form of sexual harassment, know that help and support are available. PSU has staff members trained to support survivors in navigating campus life, providing academic support and more. Information about PSU’s support services on campus, including confidential services and reporting options, can be found on PSU’s Sexual Misconduct Response website or you may call a Confidential Advocate at 503.894.7982 or by scheduling online. You may also report any incident of discrimination or discriminatory harassment, including sexual harassment, to the Title IX Coordinator, Office of Equity and Compliance, or the Office of the Dean of Student Life.
 
Please be aware that all PSU faculty members and instructors are required to report information of an incident that may constitute prohibited discrimination, including sexual harassment and sexual and relationship violence. This means that if you tell me about a situation of sexual harassment or discrimination, I have to share the information with the University’s Title IX Coordinator or the Office of the Dean of Student Life.  However, the information will be kept private and only those with a need to know will be provided with what you disclose.
 
Please complete the required student module Understanding Sexual Misconduct and Resources in Canvas, which provides information about PSU policy and resources.
You may also report sexual and relationship violence to law enforcement on campus with Campus Public Safety Office (CPSO).
Or you may file an anonymous report with Campus Public Safety Office or a Bias Incident report with the Bias Review Team (BRT).  PSU does not typically investigate the reports that are made through these two avenues. These reports help PSU understand what students and employees are experiencing on and around campus and provide support where needed.


