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Sprawl: The National and Local Situation


Bottom of Form

	Sprawl: The National and Local Situation

Overview:

Since urban sprawl is such a noticeable part of today's American landscape, students may already be familiar with many of the characteristics of sprawl and the issues that accompany it. In this lesson, they will investigate how sprawl impacts the environment, people's daily lives, and the local and regional economy. Students will draw mental maps to illustrate their impressions of modern suburbs, and view maps and aerial photos of a nineteenth century town that has recently become a modern suburb. They will conclude by researching and reporting on the sprawl situation in a nearby metropolitan area. 

Connections to the Curriculum:

Geography 

Connections to the National Geography Standards:

Standard 2: "How to use mental maps to organize information about people, places, and environments in a spatial context" 
Standard 12: "The processes, patterns, and functions of human settlement" 
Standard 18: "How to apply geography to interpret the present and plan for the future" 

Time:

Three to five hours 

Materials Required:

· Computer with Internet access 

· Writing and drawing materials 

Objectives:

Students will 

· read and discuss an article excerpt about sprawl; 

· draw mental maps of a fictitious sprawling suburb; 

· analyze pictures and text about a suburb that has experienced sprawl; 

· visit a virtual New Urbanist suburb and list and discuss the ways that this suburb and its sprawling counterpart affect the environment, people's daily lives, and the local and regional economy; and 

· research and write reports on the sprawl situation in their own area. 

Geographic Skills:


Acquiring Geographic Information 
Organizing Geographic Information 
Analyzing Geographic Information 


S u g g e s t e d   P r o c e d u r e 

Opening:

Have students read the excerpt from the National Geographic magazine article about urban sprawl. 

Discuss the issues that arise in this excerpt. In particular, pose these questions to the class: 

· Why does Spellmire lease his land? 

· What does Spellmire say is wrong with Warren County's zoning codes? 

· What irony does Spellmire observe in the new residents' attitudes toward his farm? 

Ask students if they are familiar with the word "sprawl" as it relates to urban and suburban development. If so, what do they think the word means? What examples of sprawl have they seen? 

Development:

Have students read the characteristics of sprawl and traditional urban centers and villages, under the headings "Sprawl is typically characterized by..." and "Sprawl is distinct from..." Discuss these characteristics; have students seen examples of them? 

Ask students to imagine this scenario: 

A small town was established in the late 19th century. It was located about twenty-five miles from a major city. Since the trip to the city was too long for people to make on a daily basis, the town was self-sufficient and did not consider itself a suburb. 

With the opening of a freeway between this town and the city in the 1960s, some people began to use the town as a "bedroom community." Within the last decade, the town has experienced a huge influx of people from the central city and other suburbs. Many new subdivisions have been developed, along with shopping malls and "business parks." 

Ask students to sketch maps of this town as they think it would look today. Their maps should show street patterns and types of available transportation (e.g., bus routes, light rail tracks, or major "feeder roads"). 

Discuss students' mental maps as a class. In what ways do they reflect the characteristics of sprawl students have read about? 

Have students use MapMachine to create maps of Louisville, Colorado. They should enter "Louisville, CO" in the Find a Place box. Then, have them select "Street Maps" on the left side of the page, and zoom in and out on the Denver metro area to find the location and the relative position of Louisville, as well as its basic layout. They can also choose other types of maps to learn more. [Note: To save time, you can download this street map for them, print it out, and make copies for the class.] 

What do students notice about this town's street pattern? They should notice that it has a central grid pattern surrounded by streets that twist and wind. Many of these outer streets end up in cul-de-sacs. They will also notice several large roads which surround most of the town but divide parts of the outermost areas. 

Explain that Louisville is an older town on the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains. It was incorporated in 1882. Over the past few years, a good deal of land in this area along the road between Denver and Boulder has been developed into new suburban residential areas, "business parks," and shopping malls. Thus, the older grid pattern is surrounded by the twisting and winding residential cul-de-sacs that have become popular places to live. 

Ask students to compare what they have seen in the Louisville maps to the mental maps they created. Did they have an accurate idea of what an older town that's become a sprawling suburb looks like? 

Discuss as a class the possible impacts of sprawl on the environment, people's daily lives, and the local and regional economy. What do they think might be the impacts of recent suburban developments on these factors? 

Have students make charts with three columns and four rows. Ask them to label the second column "Sprawl" and the third column "Traditional." Ask them to label the second through fourth rows "Environment," "Daily Lives," and "Economy." 

Have students take a tour through National Geographic's "New Suburb" to see examples of sprawl and what modern planners call "New Urbanism." Explain that New Urbanism is a movement to develop modern suburbs that resemble older city centers and towns. 

As students go through this online feature, ask them to fill in their charts to show the impacts of sprawl versus traditional (or New Urbanist) town design on the environment, people's daily lives, and the economy. 

Closing:

Discuss students' charts as a class. You might want to have them compare the things they have found in the New Suburb to this list of the impacts of sprawl. 

Suggested Student Assessment:

Ask students, either in groups or individually, to research the sprawl situation in their metropolitan area or in a metropolitan area in their part of the country. They should also research the national sprawl situation to find out more about the issue in general. 

These Web sites will be helpful: 

Congress for the New Urbanism (This site has a good slide show "Tour.") 
Sierra Club Sprawl Campaign (Link to Reports; most of these reports have ratings and information about sprawl in the individual states.) 
Sprawl Guide 
Sprawl Watch Clearinghouse (Link from the drop-down menu to "In the States," and select your state.) 

Also check out your local newspaper's Web site. 

As they go through the sites, students should take notes to answer these questions: 

· What are the primary economic, political, environmental, and social arguments against sprawl? 

· What is New Urbanism? How effective has it been so far? 

· Which parts of your metropolitan area (or the one you've chosen to study) provide examples of sprawl? 

· Why has sprawl occurred in these areas? 

· What have been some of the impacts of sprawl in these areas? 

· What discussions, if any, have been held among citizens or politicians concerning how the effects of sprawl can be lessened and how sprawl can be curtailed in future development? 

· What do you think should be done about the sprawl situation in this area? Do you think it's really a big problem, or are things okay as they stand now? 

Have students write "sprawl reports" for the metropolitan area they have researched. Their reports should address the questions above. 

Extending the Lesson:

Have students undertake a sprawl photojournalism project. Ask them to use digital or regular cameras to take pictures of sprawl scenes in their area. Then have them write captions to accompany their photographs and create a sprawl exhibit in the classroom. Their project should attempt to answer these questions: 

· Where does sprawl exist? 

· What does sprawl look like? 

· Is sprawl a big problem? 

Related Links:

Congress for the New Urbanism
National Geographic Magazine: The American Dream—Urban Sprawl
National Geographic: Virtual World—The New Suburb?
Sierra Club Sprawl Campaign
Sprawl Guide
Sprawl Watch
Suburban Sprawl Slide Show
Vermont Forum on Sprawl
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Photographs by Sarah Leen 
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Most people agree that unchecked development is a bad deal—for commuters, for taxpayers, for the environment. But few can agree on how to achieve smart growth. 
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Get a taste of what awaits you in print from this compelling excerpt. 

Tom Spellmire lives with his mother on an 87-acre (35-hectare) farm in Turtle Creek Township, Warren County, Ohio. One county away, to the south, lies Cincinnati. One county north, Dayton. Spellmire’s is a place of silos and barns and a turn-of-the-century white frame farmhouse with a green roof. Another farm or two can be seen along the road in one direction. But going the other way, after a mile or so, you begin to run out of green roofs and open fields, and what you see instead are the kinds of manicured lawns and picture windows that for half a century have signified fulfillment of the American dream. 

One blustery day late last year I traveled with Tom Spellmire to see how that dream had been playing around Warren County. Harvest time was behind him then, the corn and soybeans taken in, the winter wheat planted. Crops from a homestead of 87 acres (35 hectares) couldn’t begin to pay all his taxes, so Spellmire leases 2,400 acres (970 hectares) from other landowners, though this is not as many acres as were once available to him. As we drove south, then west into an adjoining county, he could point to a subdivision (like Four Bridges) or an industrial site (Mitsubishi Electric) saying, “We used to farm all this land.” 

Spellmire is a tall, ruddy, intensely focused man who served on Ohio’s Farmland Preservation Task Force in the 1990s. And he is not happy about the prospects for farming in Warren County. “Believe it or not,” he says, “this county is promoted as having rural character, but the zoning codes, in effect, say: ‘We want to develop everything.’ That’s why the county is a haven for real estate investors.” 

When investors come, can developers be far behind? And behind the developer comes the family in search of a home in the suburbs. We drove past or through a dozen new subdivisions that day. The Meadows at Mason. Heritage Club. Hickory Woods. Simpson Creek Farms. Presently we arrived at a subdivision called Trailside Acres, featuring homes that we figured might sell for up to half a million dollars apiece. At the end of a cul-de-sac Spellmire gestured toward a wide, open field we could see in the distance beyond the slim side yards of the big houses. 

“We lease that farm,” he said. “We rotate corn, soybeans, and wheat on it.” Then he shook his head. “And what I find so ironic is that all these people who live here look out their back windows and see this fine old farmstead. When I’m out there on a tractor, the subdivision kids are hanging over their fences, watching me. And you know what their parents say to the people who own that farm? They say, ‘You’re not going to sell it for development, are you? Are you?’” 



WHAT IS SPRAWL?

Sprawl is dispersed, auto-dependent development outside of compact urban and village centers, along highways, and in rural countryside.
Sprawl is typically characterized by...
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	· Excessive land consumption
· Low densities in comparison with older centers 
· Lack of choice in ways to travel
· Fragmented open space, wide gaps between development and a scattered appearance
· Lack of choice in housing types and prices


	· Separation of uses into distinct areas
· Repetitive one story development
· Commercial buildings surrounded by acres of parking
· Lack of public spaces and community centers
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Sprawl is distinct from Vermont’s existing compact urban centers and villages which are...
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Higher density than surrounding areas
· Mixed use
· Pedestrian oriented
· Served by public facilities, services and spaces
· Diverse in type and scale of housing, business and industry[image: image20.jpg]



· Centers for community activities
· Surrounded by open spaces, including productive farm and forest land
· Exemplify a unique cultural heritage
Among the causes of sprawl are:
· Public investments in roads, public buildings, water, sewer and other infrastructure in peripheral areas; disinvestment in existing centers 
· Land regulations that promote spread out, land consumptive development[image: image21.jpg]



· Consumer desire for rural lifestyle with large homes and large yards, safe environment and less traffic congestion
· Preference of business and industry for easy highway access, plenty of free parking and corporate identity
· Demands of commercial tenants for particular locations and designs for buildings and sites
· Other public policies, including tax policies and utility rate policies
· Higher costs of development in older, traditional centers
· Lower land prices in peripheral areas
· Telecommunications advances
· Commercial lending practices that favor suburban development 
How sprawl impacts our quality of life:
· Increase in auto dependency, fuel consumption, and air pollution
· Increased commuting times and costs
· Reduced opportunity for public transportation services
· Increase in health problems in children and adults due to sedentary life style
· More time in cars and less time for family, friends and recreation
· Loss of sense of place and community decline resulting in: 

	[image: image18.jpg]



	1. Fragmented and dispersed communities and a decline in social interaction
2. Isolation of some populations, such as poor and elderly, in urban areas
3. Decline in vitality and economic and fiscal viability of existing urban and village centers


How sprawl impacts our economy:
· Excessive public costs for roads and utility line extensions and service delivery to dispersed development[image: image22.jpg]W





· Decline in economic opportunity in traditional centers
· Premature disinvestment in existing buildings, facilities and services in urban and village centers
· Relocation of jobs to peripheral areas at some distance from population centers
· Decline in number of jobs in some sectors, such as retail
· Isolation of employees from activity centers, homes, daycare and schools
· Reduced ability to finance public services in urban centers
How sprawl imapcts our environment:
· Fragmented open space and wildlife habitat[image: image23.jpg]



· Loss of productive farmland and forestland
· Decline in water quality from increased urban runoff, shoreline development and loss of wetlands
· Inability to capitalize on unique cultural, historic and public space resources (such as waterfronts) in urban and village centers
VERMONTERS THINK SPRAWL IS...
· Commercial development along a highway- 88%
· Increased paved areas - roads & parking - 72%
· Single family homes on farm fields - 72%
· Widely spaced development - scattered appearance - 58%
· Development that requires an automobile - 56%
This data is from the Vermont Forum On Sprawl's Vermonters' Attitudes on Sprawl Poll (1998). More detailed information on this poll can be found in the First Issue of our Exploring Sprawl series.


VERMONTER POLL 
Conducted by VFOS and UVM's Center for Rural Studies for the past several years, the poll reveals concern over sprawl...
· Vermonters overwhelmingly believe that action should be taken to prevent sprawl: 70% in 2002 and 2003.
· Also in 2003, seven out of ten Vermonters believe that current trends will lead to sprawl
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