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Sprawl Gets Personal 
 

Outline for a Five-Day Unit 
This unit is designed to keep activities and discussion moving quickly. 

 
● Assign before beginning the unit: Have students ask their parents or 

neighbors why they chose to live where they do, and to bring a list of 
their answers to class.  

 
(Words and concepts defined in the Sprawl Speak glossary are printed in italics in the following outline.) 
 
Day 1 
 
● Base presentation / discussion on paragraphs 1 - 10 of the Narrative. 
 
● Show four samples of Sprawl Spawned Words and the Cartoon (can use 

overhead, handouts, etc.). Discuss later, but leave in view. Use 
paragraphs 1 – 3 of the “Narrative.” 

 
● Break class into small groups. Use the Small-Group Worksheet. Assign 

them to come up with definitions for the Sprawl Spawned Words, and to 
make a list of reasons the people they interviewed gave them for 
choosing to live where they do. 

 
● Have group recorder report back to class. Informally discuss or make a 

list on newsprint. (If you use newsprint, save it to show again later in the 
week.) Discuss cartoon, as well. Use paragraphs 4 - 10. 

 
● Show the good and bad design photographs. Allow students to informally 

discuss what they see. Promise to bring the photos back in a few days for 
more consideration. At this time don't tell them any information about 
location or indicate your own choices of good and bad design. 

 
● Homework:  Read “Age Doesn't Bestow Grace” by Jay Walljasper.  
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Day 2 
 
● Base presentation / discussion on paragraphs 11 - 17 of the Narrative. 
 
● Have a class discussion using “Age Doesn't Bestow Grace,” and 

“Transportation in Germany: A Different Approach” found in the League 
book, pages 55 - 61, (www.lwvCuyahogaArea.org  - click on publications) and paragraphs 
11 -17 from the Narrative. Familiarize yourself with the Background Essay 
material so you can enrich the discussion with some stories. 

 
● Break class into small groups. Use the Small-Group Worksheet. How has 

the United States handled development? Have students list advantages 
and disadvantages to our country's approach.   

  
● Have group recorder report back to class. Informally discuss or make a 

list on newsprint. (Newsprints can be posted on bulletin boards as study 
unit progresses.) 

 
● Continue the discussion of our history, plugging in students' comments. 

● Start a Sprawl-Speak List. Ask students what words should be included. 
Possible suggestions: pedestrian-friendly, public transit, cosmopolitan, 
earmarked funds, smog, zoning. Display the list each day for further 
additions. 

 
● Homework: Read “Sprawl: Local Government Can't Control It” by 

Woodbridge and Gibson, and “The Day of Reckoning, and Gridlock, is 
Nigh.”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.lwvcuyahogaarea.org
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Day 3 
 
● Base presentation / discussion on paragraphs 18 – 20 of the Narrative. 
 
● Center discussion around the Farmland Conversion Map, and the two 

articles assigned yesterday. Discuss the concept of undeveloped land. 
 
● Break class into small groups. Use the Small-Group Worksheet. Have 

students list impacts of our development history and current style of 
living on the environment. 

 
● Have group recorder report back to class. Informally discuss or make a 

list on newsprint. Bring in the concept of balance between common good 
and private rights. What is civic responsibility in a democracy? 

 
● Add to the Sprawl Speak List. Possible choices are: common good, tax 

abatement, Enterprize Zones, comprehensive planning, incentives, non-
point pollution, ideologue. 

 
● Homework: Read “The Vehicle Leading to Obesity” by Ellen Goodman.  
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Day 4  
 
● Base opening discussion on the article ”The Vehicle Leading to Obesity”. 

How has land development and cars impacted the quality of our day-to-
day lives? What's the connection between overweight teenagers and cars? 

 
● Show the four photographs and the cartoon again.  
 
● Conduct a class discussion of the photographs, listing likes and dislikes 

for each one on newsprint; then compare it to the first day's opinions. 
Have they changed? Consider the cartoon. Do they get the jokes in 
it more fully now? Some possible discussion points are listed on the back 
of each one. 

 
● See if  students can reach a consensus on what a healthy community 

should look like. As a whole-class activity, use newsprint to list the 
ingredients that a majority of the class agrees must be included (show of 
hands). If there is significant dissent, list the dissenting opinions 
separately. Option: break class into small groups before discussing with 
the entire class. 

 
● Add to the Sprawl Speak List. Possible choices: alternative 

transportation, high-density housing, low-density housing, mixed-use, 
infrastructure. 

 
● Homework: Read “The Nature of Smart Growth” by Frank Bentayou. 
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Day 5 
 
● Discuss possible solutions to sprawl using "The Nature of Smart 

Growth." There is a growing consensus in Ohio that smart growth tactics 
will work better than mandated growth boundaries. Discuss the 
differences between these two leading ways sprawl is being tackled 
around the country (See Sprawl Speak). 

 
● Discuss what is happening in Ohio. Base discussion on paragraph 21 and 

22 of the Narrative. 
 
● With the entire class, make a list on newsprint of actions that students 

might take. Refer to Project Ideas for individual assignments. Some 
possibilities for whole-class activities are:  

 
  --Identify a local sprawl-related issue and have each student write a    

     letter to an appropriate official about it. 
  --Write letters to the League of Women Voter, Cuyahoga Area (50 Public   

      Square, Suite 938, Cleveland, OH 44113) describing your class   
      discussions. Where were the disagreements? What kind of   
   consensus did the class come to? Any surprises? 

  --Attend a City Council Meeting (check the agenda first). 
  --Attend a County Commissioners Meeting (let them know you're    

     coming. They love it!). 
  --Review Factoids. Send some of the class's favorites to the school    

  newspaper to use as filler; Interview friends, neighbors and    
  relatives for new "little facts." 

  --Write an article for the school newspaper. 
  --Write an article or letter-to-the-editor for your local weekly or daily    

  newspaper. 
  --Fill out the American Dreams worksheet. Create a display. 
 
● Pass out the Project Ideas list. Have each student choose one by the 

following Monday (assuming this is Friday). Explain expectations, 
logistics and timeline. 

 
● Add words to the Sprawl Speak List. Possible choices: mandate, growth 

boundaries, smart growth, revenue-sharing, regionalism, subsidies. 
 
Followup Activity:  
● Class presentations for some of the student projects. 




