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Geodesign Education Goes Global
José Francisco Rivas Valencia

the people who live there. It also adds spatial analysis into the equaowns a land development
company in Colima, Mexico. He lives 7,600 miles from Greg King, tion. King said he learned a design principle long ago that stressed
that the design of an entity can’t occur in isolation. “As every builda GIS consultant based in Brisbane, Australia.
Yet Rivas and King meet once a week in an online virtual class- ing/entity/community interacts with its surroundings, the design
process needs to involve the surrounding areas,” he said.
room—sometimes as computer avatars—as they pursue a Master
King works for an engineering firm that encourages innovative
of Professional Studies in Geodesign degree from a school located
planning and design for any project. He hopes that he will gain a
thousands of miles away from both of them: Penn State World
better understanding of how GIS results are interpreted for design
Campus, based in State College, Pennsylvania.
purposes. “As geodesign is a new discipline, getting involved now
In its broadest sense, geodesign combines the art of design
with the science of geography to incorporate stakeholder input, lets me contribute to its development. Opportunities like this are
creative design techniques, rigorous methodologies, spatial analy- quite rare,” King said.
“This geodesign program has all of what I was looking for: balsis, and mapping. A practitioner uses geodesign methodology to
ance between theory and practice, an innovative approach to the
find the most suitable, environmentally friendly, and sustainable
option for real estate development, agriculture, wildlife conserva- urban planning and design process, a new perspective on the
tion, transportation, flood control, and many other applications. online teaching process, and time flexibility,” said Rivas.
Rivas owns Ryval Constructora, a construction company in the
ArcGIS for Desktop, GeoPlanner for ArcGIS, and ArcGIS Online
City of Colima, located south of Puerto Vallarta and about 62 miles
are used in these programs. They help students analyze data and
inland from the Pacific coast of Mexico. His firm focuses on land
visualize the impacts of their designs.
development and establishes joint ventures with other companies
Interest in geodesign has spiked in the last several years. Not
only does Penn State offer geodesign degrees and certificates, and housing developers, which build the homes. Rivas wants to
use geodesign methodology and tools to pursue sustainable land
but the University of Southern California (USC) and the University
development practices in the city and the state of Colima. “We
of Wisconsin, Madison, also offer geodesign programs. The
Geodesign Summit, held at Esri headquarters in Redlands, have a very small state and a small city but with a lot of urban challenges and opportunities due to strategic location in our country,”
California, and the Geodesign Summit Europe attract hundreds of
Rivas said.
people. [The Geodesign Summit will be held January 24–26, 2017.]
He said that housing in Colima is often being constructed with
Penn State has designed a program that takes advantage of
online education, which is being increasingly embraced by univer- no balance between different types of land use, no projection for
sities. The students and faculty use Skype, Yammer, and 3D im- economic development of the surrounding areas, and no consideration for creating a sense of community among the inhabitants.
mersive collaboration software, such as Terf, to communicate and
collaborate on joint class assignments or review each other’s work. “I think it is urgent to change this development model,” Rivas said.
A geodesign methodology will help Rivas’ team, local officials,
Rivas and King created avatars that bear a remarkable resemblance
consultants, would-be clients, and the people who live nearby to
to their real selves. Last spring in a 3D classroom, they used these
better collaborate, resulting in social, environmental, and economavatars when presenting their final projects for a course. Avatars of
fellow students clapped after each presentation and listened to feed- ic sustainability.
“Of course, as a company owner, I look forward to profits,” said
back from their instructors. Students find the virtual conversations to
Rivas. “But I am also aware of social responsibility, and I am sure
be a very valuable part of the class. King thought the avatars brought
that if the planning and design process of my developments una sense of realism into the classroom. “[It’s] almost like actually being
dergo a collaborative process … the final product will be highly
in a discussion with someone personally,” he said.
profitable, not just for my company but also for the community and
Penn State’s online geodesign education program was designed
the whole city.”
for the working professional like Rivas and King. Each man keeps a
Unlike King, Rivas was a GIS novice before taking the master’s
busy schedule and sought out an online master’s degree program
in geodesign. King opted for an online geodesign degree pro- degree courses. “I really had no experience actually getting information into a GIS nor analyzing and processing it to generate
gram rather than taking an individual, elective geodesign course
at a nearby college that was offered as part of a degree program. new data,” he said. “This has been a great learning process for me
and, of course, a challenging one. But in the end, I am learning the
“Without Penn State offering geodesign as part of the World
Campus, I wouldn’t have the ability to study geodesign,” King said. great capabilities of GIS software and what it can contribute to
the collaborative geodesign process—customizing maps and inThe program offers an opportunity to learn a planning and design
methodology that takes into account the design proposal area’s en- formation that allows everyone to understand the actual problems,
propose ideas, and look at possible what-if scenarios.”
vironment, factors such as social and economic sustainability, and
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