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Notes from a professional design workshop
 for teens and teachers
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In the summer of 2007, a small group of area high school students, educators, and design  
professionals participated in a four-day workshop focused on the Robinson-North Fayette  
commercial area in the western suburbs of Pittsburgh Pennsylvania. The Airport Corridor  
Transportation Association (ACTA) partnered with Carnegie Museum of Art’s Heinz Architectural 
Center to offer the workshop to look at suburban mobility, design and livability issues.  

The workshop incorporated both field work and studio time. Sessions were held on-site in the 
Robinson-North Fayette retail area and at Carnegie Museum of Art’s Heinz Architectural Center 
in Oakland. The museum’s collections of paintings, architectural drawings, and models inspired 
creative thinking about what makes the places where we live, work, and play unique and memorable 
and how they evolve over time. The week was designed to be exploratory and investigative and to 
result in fresh thinking about the suburban landscape and the role individuals can play in shaping 
their environment.  

The summer design workshop is replicable in high school classes during the school year and in 
future summer programs. For more information, contact Lynn Manion at manion@acta-pgh.org.

The Robinson-North Fayette commercial area, in Pittsburgh’s western 
suburbs, is an accumulation of stores, strip malls, restaurants, office 
complexes, movie theaters, and more.

It’s a vibrant place, with the potential to be the area’s “town center”—
but, because growth has been uncoordinated, there is no focal point, 
nothing to function as the area’s “heart”. 
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 ACTA is a non-profit, membership-based  
Transportation Management Association  
 that creates and supports programs  
 to increase travel options and foster  
 responsible economic growth

ACTA’s Commercial Center Mobility Study, 
administered through the Southwestern 
Pennsylvania Commission, was funded by 
the Federal Highway Administration and the 
Pennsylvania Department of Transportation

The result: it’s difficult to get around, and sometimes even dangerous—
for pedestrians, bus riders, and drivers. 

The situation isn’t unique— in fact, it’s the same in suburbs across  
the country. 

ACTA, the Airport Corridor Transportation Association, launched a study 
to investigate ways to improve mobility, convenience, and safety— and to 
position the commercial area as a viable town center.



Designed as a replicable pilot, the limited-enrollment workshop  

had multiple goals: 

>  to provide participants with a background about the emergence of 

suburbs across the U.S. and about suburban planning and design

>  to help participants develop an understanding of the issues involved 

in moving around a commercial area

>  to involve an interdisciplinary group of design-related professionals in 

developing solutions

>  to test the concept of public participation in a hands-on solutions 

development experience 

>  to increase awareness about the importance of design, and to help 

students and teachers see design as an appealing career possibilityAm
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As the study progressed, it became apparent that teens are a major  
user group for the area.

So ACTA decided to invite teens to provide thoughtful input for inclusion 
in the study.

The mechanism: a free professional design workshop for high school  
students—and teachers.



Paul Philippe Cret   Apartment House; Proposed Design for 2601 Parkway Apartments, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, c. 1933  Carnegie Museum of Art, purchase: gift of the Drue Heinz Foundation
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I never knew how hard it was 
to walk here because I never 
had to. Now I realize these 
people need a safer place to 
walk. - patrick baer, student

ACTA and Carnegie Museum of Art partnered to present the workshop. 

Over four summer days, six students and three teachers got a first-rate  
background in suburban design...

...a first-hand look at specific challenges in the study area...

...and a first-time opportunity to develop practical solutions for the issues.

LTL Architects  New Suburbanism, 2000  Carnegie Museum of Art, gift of 
the Drue Heinz Trust



It was a whirlwind. 

You could almost see horizons expand as the workshop introduced a 
new and intriguing world to the students and teachers. 

Local TV stations and newspapers found both the topic and the process 
exceptionally interesting, and ran multiple stories.



I like learning like this

Sharon DeNardo, Staff, 
Senator John PippyJim Foringer, Pennsylvania 

Department of Transporta-
tion, District 11-0Sally Haas, Pittsburgh 

Airport Area Chamber of 
Commerce

 Jurors contributed t
heir  

time and expertise to 
 

 provide thoughtful 
critiques

Most importantly, the participants produced excellent results. 

One solution included a new shuttle bus, a central gazebo for rider 
shelter and information, and a wider bridge over the Parkway West.

Another called for turning an under-utilized parking lot into parkspace 
that would serve as focal point, outdoor teaching center, and  
recreation/relaxation space.

And another recommended repurposing an empty store to become a  
community arts center; using under-utilized outdoor space for community 
events and a plaza; and implementing a range of “user-friendly”  
amenities.



All the proposed solutions are environmentally friendly.

The recommendations are included in ACTA’s Mobility 
Study report.

Because this area’s issues are common across the  
country, the recommendations are applicable in many 
places beyond Southwestern Pennsylvania.. 

So the pilot workshop was a success... and along the way ACTA and  
Carnegie Museum of Art learned some lessons that can help guide future 
design workshops—here in Western Pennsylvania and elsewhere.
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Lesson learned:  The multi-generational approach—with both teachers and 
students as learners and teammates—sparks engagement and productivity.

 
Lesson learned:  Having professionals from multiple  
disciplines exponentially enriches the workshop’s content. 

In addition, the professionals say they learned from  
each other—and were energized by the process.
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Lesson learned:  Putting ideas on paper early in the process defuses  
resistance, lessens shyness, and promotes creativity. 

Lesson learned:  Engagement and productivity soar when people are  
provided with good background knowledge, and encouraged to  
develop real-world solutions and recommendations. 

Bottom line: the design workshop was well worth the effort involved  
in planning and implementation...the end product was excellent;  
awareness of / interest in design increased; and students, teachers,  
and design-related professionals all became intensively engaged in an 
important real-world issue.



WORKSHOP PRESENTERS

Karen Brean, Brean & Associates, Workshop Leader

Lindsay Bond Totten, Botanic Gardens of WPA
Scott Brillhart, Planning Director, Moon Township
Darcy Cleaver, Port Authority of Allegheny County
Dave Cooper, Johnson, Mirmiran & Thompson
Darla Cravotta, Allegheny County Dept. of Economic Development
Ray Hack, Mackin Engineering Company
Lynn Heckman, Allegheny County Dept. of Economic Development 
Vera Krofcheck, Three Rivers Workforce Investment Board
Gary Moshier, Architect, Moshier Studio
Tracy Myers, Curator, Heinz Architectural Center, Carnegie Museum of Art
Marilyn Russell, Chair and Curator of Education, Carnegie Museum of Art
Kristen Sheleheda, Beaver County Transit Authority
Dave Veights, DMJM Harris Engineering
Jason Vrabel, Community Design Center of Pittsburgh 
Nate Wildfire, East Liberty Development, Inc.

These exceptional  
professionals  

volunteered their time… 

they were not only  
instructors but  

also professional role  

models for participants



Robinson Plaza Two
Route 60 & Park Manor Dr., Suite 420
Pittsburgh, PA 15205
412.809.3507
www.acta-pgh.org

Lynn Manion, Executive Director
Amy Mathieson, Project Manager
Christine Miller, Financial Assistant

Carnegie Museums of Pittsburgh
4400 Forbes Ave.
Pittsburgh, PA 15213
www.carnegiemuseums.org


