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This case study describes a conceptual design project conducted by a community design lab at the 

University of Rhode Island’s Department of Landscape Architecture during the summer of 2024. 

The design lab, a pilot program and partnership between the landscape architecture program and the 

RI DEM Urban Forestry Program, worked with state communities with self-identified needs for 

green infrastructure conceptual designs. This case study describes one of these projects. 

Representatives of the city of West Warwick, RI asked the team to develop conceptual plans for a 

public recreational greenspace along the Pawtuxet River, a post-industrial riverway in the 

Blackstone River Valley. The waterways of this valley historically powered hundreds of mills and 

factories along its banks, employing immigrant communities from the early 1800s through the 

Depression in the 1930s. While efforts continue to be made to remediate the impacts of centuries of 

extensive dumping of pollutants from the mills and municipal sewer systems, the river system 

quality remains compromised. The study site also hosts a legacy, incompletely capped municipal 

landfill, that is currently being used for youth soccer fields, as well as informal habitation for 

unhoused people.  

The community design team developed conceptual designs for restoring and repurposing this 

challenging but promising site for public recreation. The site included some of the most complex 

issues in greenway planning and design including interpreting historic landscapes, ecological 

remediation and restoration, competing user groups, underfunded municipal and state support, and 

environmental inequity.  

The case study explores the process and products of the project as well as reflections on its 

pedagogical contribution, drawing from 2 psychological models: Self Determination Theory (SDT) 

and Supportive Environments for Effectiveness (SEE). Pedagogically intriguing outcomes of the 

project resulted from the largely student-led organizational structure of the design lab, the observable 

growth in the students’ sense of competence and confidence, and the positive interactions with local 

stakeholders. Further observations of these outcomes include the increasingly intrinsic nature of the 

students’ motivations, and their dawning convictions that their efforts could make a positive 

difference in their communities. 
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