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Research Question

The question that guided my project design was: How can community science and social

justice be tied together in an urban biology classroom to foster environmental responsibility?

Project Summary

Research shows that students who are involved in projects within their communities feel

more sense of belonging and connection to their space. This is also true when discussing

environmental justice. Students who have been historically marginalized can feel more comfort

within navigating science. The unit plan designed for this project addressed the research

question: How can community science and social justice be tied together in an urban biology

classroom to foster environmental responsibility? The unit plan combined the knowledge of

community science which focuses on sense of place with social justice within science or critical

pedagogy in order to support the teaching framework of Critical Pedagogy of Place. The unit

plan focused on explicitly teaching students about community science first followed by social

justice in science before having the students research and design a project themselves within the

community. The goal of the project was to foster a sense of environmental responsibility within

students.

This project is a unit plan that combines social justice and community science into a

semester-long project that helps to foster environmental responsibility within students. The intent

of this project is to show students the power that they have within their community and also to

bring awareness to environmental needs that are present within their neighborhoods. The project

is designed as a semester-long project, but can be adjusted to be a year-long project as well.

I used the theoretical construct of critical pedagogy of place (CPP) (Gruenewald, 2003)

as a basis for my project because it combines both culturally relevant pedagogy and community



science, both of which are main topics within my research question. Gruenewald (2003), the

originator of CPP, discusses the need for place-based pedagogy for students so that they are able

to have a positive impact on the surrounding environment both environmentally and socially.

This framework was something that I found really important but, unfortunately, lacking within

urban high schools in particular. CPP unites a sociological perspective with an ecological focus

while removing the school walls, allowing students to experience both of these things outside of

the classroom (Gruenewald, 2003). The overarching purpose of this unit plan is to move students

in an urban setting out of the classroom and into the neighborhood where they experience their

daily lives.

This unit design has three components: social justice, community science, and then the

combination of the two into a CPP model where the students complete a project within the

community. I wanted to begin the project with separating and explicitly teaching the concepts of

social justice within science and community science because this may be the first exposure that

students have to both topics. I wanted them to have a clear understanding of both frameworks

before moving into their research portion of the project. This highlights the part of the research

question that talks about tying community science and social justice together in an urban biology

classroom. For the unit plan design, I used a template format that was created by Hamline

University to create the individual lesson plans. Additionally, I used the NGSS standards

HS-LS2-7, which is to “design, evaluate, and refine a solution for reducing the impacts of human

activities on the environment and biodiversity” (pg. 6, para. 1) and HS-LS4-6, which is to “create

or revise a simulation to test a solution to mitigate adverse impacts of human activity on

biodiversity” (High School Life Sciences, 2013, pg. 6, para. 1).



The intended audience for this unit plan is teachers who teach anywhere from 9th to 12th

grade. The project is targeted for teachers in a science classroom; biology, environmental

science, earth science, etc. The teachers are not limited to Minnesota, they can be located

anywhere. Because the project is student-driven, the climate is not a deciding factor on if a

teacher can use this unit plan or not; the students are able to adjust their project according to the

climate. This is also designed for high school teachers in a variety of high schools. They could be

at a traditional public school, a private school, or a charter school. While the plan is best

implemented at a project-based learning school, it could still fit in any setting.

The project is laid out in the following order:

1. Unit At a Glance (Unit plan overview)

2. Daily lesson plans (Lessons 1-20)

3. Daily Slides

4. Lesson Materials

The link for all of the unit plan resources is CPP Unit Plan. Here are examples of what the daily

slides look like from each section of the project (Environmental justice, Community science,

CPP project details):

https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1kkwNYyw_C9uWaSZ4HYNCl3v3V3YEgBJ0
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