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Maximum City is a consulting agency dedicated to working with 

schools, governments and communities to learn and live in better 

cities locally and globally.

Waterfront Toronto selected Sidewalk Labs through a competitive process 

to design a new kind of complete community on Quayside that will serve as a 

model for sustainable and resilient neighbourhoods throughout Toronto and 

for cities around the world. The Sidewalk Toronto Project has an ambition to 

address the toughest challenge facing cities — and meaningfully improve 

quality of life — through the combination of forward-thinking urban design 

and innovative technology.

For questions about this report contact info@maximumcity.ca.

Designed by JanBielecki.com and NannaKoekoek.com

mailto:info@maximumcity.ca
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Executive Summary
Changing Perspectives

In the fall of 2018, Maximum City was 

engaged by Sidewalk Labs to design and 

deliver a series of hands-on curriculum 

modules for middle and high school students 

from across Toronto. This report captures 

the experiences of an initial cohort of school 

groups who were invited to participate based 

on geographic and school diversity in order 

to pilot the curriculum materials, which have 

been refined for sharing and broader use. The 

content in the Urban Innovation Lab focuses 

on innovation and cities, while the skills 

developed in the problem solving and design 

activities anticipate emerging workforce 

skills, and align with Ontario Ministry of 

Education expectations and goals.

Between January and May 2019, the three 

modules in the Urban Innovation Lab were 

delivered to over 150 students from 18 

different public schools, first as introductions 

by their classroom teachers, then as inquiry 

and collaboration workshops at Sidewalk 

Toronto’s offices by Maximum City and 

Sidewalk Labs staff. All of the materials, 

resources, lesson plans, assessment tools, 

and workshops were provided at no cost to 

participating schools and are now available at: 

https://maximumcity.ca/uil

Throughout the Urban Innovation Lab, students completed individual 

online surveys to collect feedback on the experience and track 

their learning and engagement from beginning to end. The below 

responses highlight the changing perspectives of students before and 

after participating in the Urban Innovation Lab.

The goal of the Urban Innovation Lab was 

to open the door for students from across 

Toronto to investigate and provide ideas for 

a changing waterfront neighbourhood by 

linking classroom learning to a real-world 

citybuilding project at Sidewalk Toronto.  

At the same time, the Lab produced 

readymade materials to meet the demand for 

field trips and tours of the site. 

The skills and stewards needed for the 21st 

century are built through collaborative, 

hands-on learning experiences, and Sidewalk 

Toronto is a natural centre for igniting 

students’ innate curiosity for innovation and 

improving the world around them. After the 

experience in the Lab, students reported 

feeling both more motivated to be active in 

their communities and more connected to 

their city (see opposite page). It is clear that 

there is a strong appetite generally among 

Toronto schools to engage in citybuilding 

as a deep learning subject, and for students 

specifically to catalyze civic learning into 

civic action.

Most frequent student responses on a scale 
of 1-10 from ‘not at all’ to ‘very much so’:

Before Participating in 

Urban Innovation Lab

After Participating in 

Urban Innovation Lab

I FEEL 
CONNECTED 
TO MY CITY…

I AM MOTIVATED 
TO BE AN ACTIVE 

CITIZEN...

5 8

8 10

https://maximumcity.ca/uil
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Urban Innovation Lab 
by the Numbers

Modules Summary

6

24 km of Toronto’s waterfront explored 

348 
surveys 

completed

5 
key 

themes

18 
schools

150 
students

15 educators

3 
modules

The goal of the Urban Innovation Lab was to open the door for 

students from across Toronto to investigate and provide ideas 

for a changing waterfront neighbourhood by linking classroom 

learning to a real-world citybuilding project at Sidewalk Toronto.

The Urban Innovation Lab included three modules:

Module 1:
Video and Brainstorm

January - February 2019

Students watched a video in 

their classroom about jobs and 

skills at Sidewalk Labs, learned 

about historic innovation in 

cities, and completed a guided 

brainstorming activity on urban 

innovation.

WHAT IS THE URBAN 
INNOVATION LAB?
A chance for students to 

investigate and provide ideas 

for a changing neighbourhood 

by linking classroom learning to 

real-life city-building initiatives 

in Toronto.

Module 2:
Onsite Visits

March - April 2019

Students participated in a tour 

of Sidewalks Labs’ workspace at 

307 Lake Shore Blvd. East,  

and a facilitated inquiry 

walk with their class in the 

surrounding  neighbourhood. 

Students identified a problem or 

issue on the walk, then created 

and pitched innovative design 

and technology solutions.

Module 3:
Follow-up Workshop

May, 2019

Students from participating 

schools shared their learning 

and ideas with each other, 

followed by a panel and Q&A 

with Sidewalk Labs staff,  

then completed a Civic Skills 

Road Map. 

8 inquiry walks
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Focus on Sustainability

Skill Development: 
Global Urban Citizen 
Toolkit

Civic Engagement
Active Citizenship

Critical Thinking &
Cognitive Flexibility

Technological Literacy
Data Literacy

Creativity & Design
Making & Doing

Empathy
Emotional Intelligence

Group Work, Facilitation & Negotiation
Communication & Presentation

Sense of Place
Social Purpose

Global Perspective & Cultural Agility
Cross-Sector Collaboration

Problem Solving
Decision Making 

These four pillars of sustainability were used to ground students’ 

thinking in all three modules. Communities are strongest when 

each of the four pillars of sustainability is addressed and works 

together in an integrated system. Students were encouraged to 

think about and incorporate the pillars of a sustainable community 

as they completed their inquiry walks and design activities.

Maximum City’s Global Urban Citizen Toolkit describes skills that 

are developed and assessed in our programming and activities, 

including the Urban Innovation Lab. The skills and competencies 

required to thrive in a rapidly urbanizing world are still evolving but 

the Toolkit focuses on skills and literacies that are intentionally built, 

practiced, demonstrated, and assessed throughout our deep-

learning experiences.

Using Maximum City’s Global Urban Citizen Toolkit as a foundation, 

the Urban Innovation Lab helped students develop skills that will be 

useful in civic and professional life.Im
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Schools Module Two Site Visit 
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Urban Innovation Lab 
Participants

Rexdale Community Hub (Rexdale)
Humber Summit Middle School

Greenholme Junior Middle School

St. Basil-the-Great College

Saint Angela Catholic School

St. Andrew Catholic School

Father Henry Carr Catholic Secondary School

Monsignor Percy Johnson Catholic Secondary School

Dixon Grove Junior Middle School

North Albion Collegiate Institute

Emery Collegiate Institute

Kipling Collegiate Institute

Central Toronto Academy

Thistletown Collegiate Institute

Weston Collegiate Institute

Marc Garneau Collegiate Institute 
(North York)

West Hill Collegiate Institute (Scarbrough)

Macville Public School (Caledon)

March 13, 2019

April 2, 2019 

April 9, 2019

April 26, 2019

150 students and 15 teaching staff 

from 18 different schools participated 

in the Urban Innovation Lab.
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Module One:
In Class

Module One focused on two key principles:
1. Cities thrive on innovation

2. There is a new global focus on multigenerational citybuilding

The Module One presentation included 

seven historic innovations that built 

the modern city, innovations being 

considered for Quayside (such as tall 

timber), and a 2040 design exercise. 

This module established the critical role 

of innovation for cities,  and introduced 

Sidewalk Labs.
SEVEN INVENTIONS THAT 
CREATED THE MODERN CITY
1. Keystones – which make aqueducts 

possible

2. Sewers – for sanitation and a 

healthy city

3. Steam Engine and Railroads – for 

moving people and goods

4. The Incandescent Bulb – for electric 

lighting

5. Steel I-Beams – for tall buildings

6. The Otis Elevator – for density

7. The Private Automobile – for street 

design and layout

Module Two: 
At Sidewalk Labs’ 
307 Lake Shore Blvd. East Office

Each participating school group visited the Sidewalk 

Labs offices as part of Module Two. 
Module Two involved three sections:

Goals and Purpose for Students in Module Two:

• An  introductory presentation including information about the 

history of Toronto’s waterfront, indigenous placemaking, and what 

is planned for the future of Toronto’s waterfront and Quayside. 

• An inquiry walk in the neighbourhood around the Sidewalk 

Labs offices focused on one of three themes: Sustainability and 

Placemaking; Mobility and Recreation; Smart Cities and Systems 

Thinking.

• A Design Challenge based on a problem or need identified on the 

inquiry walk.

• To inform and learn about urban innovation and 

workforce skills

• To explore and investigate the past, present and 

future of the neighbourhood

• To create and pitch their ideas for a real-life 
citybuilding initiative in Toronto

• To identify a need in the neighbourhood and 

propose a design solution



14 15

Module Two: 
Inquiry Walks

Students completed one of three inquiry walks, which took 

place in the changing neighbourhood around the Sidewalk Labs 

office. Each walk took approximately an hour and a half and was 

guided by Maximum City facilitators. While on the walk, students 

completed a data collection form to gather information and 

evidence for the design exercise completed in the afternoon 

of the site visit. Each walk focused on four key stops where 

facilitators shared information about the neighbourhood, its 

history and design, and how it all connects to the walk theme.

Sustainability and 
Placemaking

Mobility and 
Recreation

Smart Cities and 
Systems Thinking

Module Two: 
Post-Walk Design Challenge

The design challenge in Module Two asked students to identify 

a problem or a need from their inquiry walk and create a 

design solution to help meet this need. Students were asked 

to identify what their vision was for the future, and how their 

design idea would help reach that vision. Data collected on the 

inquiry was used as evidence for the proposed solutions.

Student design of an 
underground mobility system.



Visit and Design Ideas: 
Rexdale Community Hub

16 17

Elevated transit line with 

public space underneath 

along the eastern waterfront.
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Visit and Design Ideas: 
Marc Garneau Collegiate 
Institute

Recreational uses, more greenery, 

dedicated transitway, and 

sustainable construction materials.

Needs identified to reduce noise 
pollution and expand sidewalks.
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Visit and Design Ideas: 
West Hill Collegiate 
Institute

Putting surface parking underground 

to create more usable space.

Prototype of an all ages kid-friendly playground.
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Needs identified to improve 

wayfinding with smart technology 

and add multigenerational spaces.
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Visit and Design Ideas: 
Macville Public School

Rotating benches to keep seats 
dry and  create functional 
seating for all seasons.

Crosswalk conveyor belt and renewable 

energy sources to improve mobility and 

accessibility.
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Module Three:
Follow Up Workshop at Sidewalk Labs’ 
307 Lake Shore Blvd. East Office

Students who participated in the first two modules of the Urban 

Innovation Lab were invited back for a plenary workshop at Sidewalk Labs’ 

office to share their learning and ideas, and hear from Sidewalk Labs staff.

Module Three involved three sections:

Each student was presented with a Skills Certificate for participating 

in the Urban Innovation Lab: https://maximumcity.ca/uil

• A  presentation including key moments, takeaways and survey data from 

Modules One and Two

• A panel Q&A with Sidewalk Labs staff

• Civic Skills Road Map activity

GOALS AND PURPOSE FOR STUDENTS IN MODULE THREE
• To look back on their experience in the Urban Innovation Lab
• To look forward at how they can apply and develop civic and workforce skills 

• To answer questions about city building and innovation

• To hear from Sidewalk Labs staff about their paths and skills

https://maximumcity.ca/uil


28 29

The panel discussion connected student ideas and questions with 

the ongoing work at Sidewalk Labs. Panelists were asked three 

common questions to start the discussion, then students were 

given the opportunity to ask questions. Additional questions from 

the Module Two exit survey were asked as well.

1. Please tell us a little about your role at 

Sidewalk Labs, and the skills you use at 

work. How did you end up here?

2. What does innovation mean to you?

3. What’s one skill you wish you developed 

more before you started working?

“YOUR CAREER PATH 
WON’T BE LINEAR. 

FOLLOW WHAT 
INTERESTS YOU.”

Sidewalk Labs  
Expert Panel

SIDEWALK LABS 
PANEL STAFF

Andrew Miller 
Mobility

Alexis Wise 
Health and Human Services

Jackie Lu 
Public Realm

Final Activity:

Civic Road Map

The Civic Road Map is a personal growth map tool for students 

to capture how they will carry forward the skills and information 

developed through the Urban Innovation Lab. At the close of 

the Urban Innovation Lab, students were asked to complete 

the map, which includes identifying their existing skills, a goal 

of where they see themselves in the future, and the skills and 

knowledge that will help them reach this goal.
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Urban Innovation Skills 
Certificate

What We Heard:

Survey Responses
Students and teachers were surveyed at three different points during the 

Urban Innovation Lab: before Module One, prior to any contact with Lab 

materials or staff; after the Module One introduction and activity; and 

after the Module 2 inquiry walk and design challenge. The surveys gauged 

student learning and their changing perspectives through the Lab, and 

captured feedback for improving the materials.

In total, 348 surveys were completed from teachers and students, 

with thousands of comments.
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SAMPLE TEACHER 
COMMENTS:

SAMPLE STUDENT 
QUOTES:

The Urban Innovation Lab 

taught my students that tech is 

not just digital new stuff, but useful 

things like hexagonal pavers.

You don’t have to 

be a professional 

to innovate.

Collecting 

primary data 

in order to 

identify a need 

in a community 

is extremely 

important.

An experience like 

the Urban Innovation Lab 

can help develop the next 

generation of innovators.

 Both public art and technology can be 

combined to create innovative solutions to current 

problems in a creative way. For example, the public art 

piece we saw is not only an eye catching piece that 

engages citizens and encourages activities in that area, 

but also filters the water.

Using real communities 

to help students understand why 

urban planners did what they did 

is something that I will continue to 

use in my teaching practice.

 The most important thing I learned 

is that we need to take in all concepts and 

ideas to find a solution. We have to think 

if it will help the economy, will it be good 

for different societies or cultures, will it be 

diverse and help the city grow better?
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What We Heard:

Five Key Themes 

Students want to better the world around them

Students want opportunities for apprenticeship, mentoring, 

and skill building

Students gain a stronger sense of connection and civic purpose 

from opportunities to explore unfamiliar parts of their city, while 

engaging in real citybuilding projects like Sidewalk Toronto

Teachers want low or no cost authentic learning opportunities 

and field trips for their students like the Urban Innovation Lab

Teachers welcome the hands-on nature of the activities, the 

focus on sustainability, new disciplines and jobs introduced to 

their students, links to core competencies, and the opportunity 

to connect their students with experts

Impact on Students

Selection of students’ responses to “THE MOST IMPORTANT 
THING I LEARNED IN THE URBAN INNOVATION LAB IS…”

Seeing how design and jobs which innovate and create 
new ideas function and how ideas can come to life very 

easily with technology and effort.

Much space is being wasted and we need to make more 
ideas that include saving space and using it more wisely.

People are taking action to have a more sustainable city. 

I liked some of the ideas in the lab that are saving the 
Earth’s resources that we have.

Every place in Toronto has a history behind it.

Creating an idea or becoming an innovator takes a lot of 

hard work and determination to get the job done. You 

need to have sufficient skills in order to be known as a 

good and helpful innovator.
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What We Heard

From Students 
Key themes  and examples from students’ answers when asked to 

complete the statement “BEING AN INNOVATOR MEANS…”

“Creating things that can 

benefit society and the world 

today and for the future.”

“Creating innovations which benefit yourself 

and the people around you positively and it 

also makes the lives of humans easier and 

more efficient.”

“Being able to come up with solutions for problems and creating something 

that works taking in all of the considerations and obstacles in the way.”

“Being an innovator means being someone who creates new 

things. Whether that is a new method, idea, or product. Being an 

innovator means to pave the way for future generations.”

“Inventing something that hasn’t been done before, or taking something and 

enhancing it with a unique trait that you have applied to it.”

“Being an innovator means that you are creating solutions 

to problems using new creative ideas.”

“Being an innovator means to think and establish new and creative 

ideas, and sharing them with the people you work with.”

BETTERING OUR WORLD

FINDING SOLUTIONS TO OUR PROBLEMS

PRODUCING SOMETHING NEW

BUILDING ON PAST KNOWLEDGE

THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX AND BEING CREATIVE

SHARING KNOWLEDGE

Key themes and examples from students’ answers when asked to complete 

the statement “INNOVATION IS IMPORTANT FOR CITIES BECAUSE…”

“We need a more efficient way of doing things. If the world stays with the 

same technology or ways of doing things it will lead to depletion of resources. 

Ex. Electric cars is a great innovation for cities as cars running on gas are 

creating pollution. We need to solve problems.”

“By innovating we improve how we live and get through 

our daily lives with ease, it opens up many more 

opportunities; through innovation we progress.”

“It helps us see what we can change, 

how we can change it, and it gives the 

residents a new way/thing to live with.”

“If we want to upgrade and make better 

use out of our cities, then we have to be 

creative and come up with new solutions 

to fight current day problems like global 

warming, and climate change.”

“It will help create a sustainable environment for the future 

generations. In cities, many of the things that are already 

there (like traffic lights created to direct traffic without a 

crossing guard) are innovations. Innovation is what makes 

a city habitable.”

“Cities contribute to economic growth and prosperity because they foster the 

creation of knowledge by bringing businesses, people and institutions together. 

They help the flow of ideas, facilitate localised knowledge spillovers and enable 

innovation.”

“Innovation is important for cities because we are progressing as a species and 

have an increasing population meaning there will be new problems everyday. With 

these problems we will require innovation in order to sustain the earth as we are 

losing resources and other necessary things everyday.”

IT CAN SOLVE THE PROBLEMS CITIES FACE

IT CAN IMPROVE THE QUALITY 
OF LIFE IN OUR CITIES

IT CAN HELP CITIES ADAPT AND 
BECOME MORE RESILIENT

IT CAN IMPROVE THE 
SYSTEMS OF CITIES

IT CAN CONTRIBUTE TO CITIES’ ECONOMIES

IT CAN HELP CITIES ACCOMMODATE 
POPULATION GROWTH
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Student Questions Inspired by the
Urban Innovation Lab

URBAN PLANNING

GROWTH AND 
GOVERNMENT

TECHNOLOGY

How have cities progressed over time? How did these cities 

establish themselves? Why were these cities created?

I would like to know how municipal governments 

run compared to others, and if there are 

differences in different cities.

How does urban planning work and how are 

decisions made on the way a city works?

I would like to know how cities are able to 

effectively cope with population growth.

How are cities trying to preserve 

resources for the future, and is 

technology being used to help in this?
How are cities currently integrating technology 

to improve the quality of the environment and 

their social services? What is working well and 

benefitting all of the different communities?

How are all the complex systems 

of a city are designed to coexist 

with one another?

Students identified the following 
as important 21st century job skills

TECHNOLOGY

• Engineering

• Science

• Math

ORGANIZATIONAL 
SKILLS

• Responsibility

• Planning

• Time Management

CREATIVITY

• Critical Thinking

• Adaptability

COMMUNICATION

• Leadership

• Teamwork

• Positivity

• Respect

• Cultural Understanding

• Social Skills

• Empathy
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Opportunities to Extend Learning

Programs or activities students identified that 
would bring them back to Sidewalk Labs

• Apprenticeships, internships and skill-building opportunities

• Creative ways of getting the youth to solve and understand 

issues with the future of our city

• Prototypes of the types of innovations being planned for 

Quayside

• Walking tours of Quayside as it is being built

• Implementing some of the suggestions made by the 

students who participated in the Urban Innovation Lab

Going on the site walk was a highlight – students don’t 

always get a chance to visit the community around 

Sidewalk Labs 307 Lake Shore Blvd. East office 

The staff panel was valuable for students to be a part of – it provided 

them with knowledge of new jobs and innovations at Sidewalk Labs, 

and it helped to broaden students’ perspectives

Providing resources that can be used in 

the classroom to learn about their work

What We Heard

From Teachers

MODULE ONE

MODULE TWO

MODULE THREE

SIDEWALK LABS CAN SUPPORT TEACHERS BY…

The four pillars of sustainability 

reflect core competencies

Add a task or activity that uses 

technology for the students to 

incorporate either on the site walk 

or during the design activity

Add an opportunity for students 

to interact more with some of  

the Sidewalk tech

Inviting students back to see 

Quayside as it is being built
Providing additional learning opportunities linked 

to updates on the progress of Quayside
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Conclusion 

There is no better time in history to engage young people in 

citybuilding than now, and Toronto as an emerging superstar 

city is the perfect context for a learning laboratory that engages 

the next generation of citybuilders in hands-on urban problem 

solving. The materials developed and shared through the 

Urban Innovation Lab are intended to be a living resource for 

adaptation and improvement, and a way forward for educators 

who are interesting in linking classroom learning to the Sidewalk 

Toronto project.

In order to expand the reach and impact of the Urban Innovation 

Lab pilot, the resources have been shared and promoted online 

with a self-guided tour option for school groups, including the 

full menu of modules and supporting materials that can be 

sampled or adapted: https://maximumcity.ca/uil

https://maximumcity.ca/uil

