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Introduction 
Module Goals 
This module focuses on the environmental impact of society in the United States through 
three development periods: colonization, westward expansion, and suburban sprawl. To this 
end, the following overarching goals have been identified for this module.  

• Participants understand how Americans’ current patterns of using and relating to the 
environment have developed over time.  

• Participants are equipped with tools to imagine an alternate way of structuring society 
with minimal environmental impacts.  

Preparation 
To prepare for this module kindly take some time to familiarize yourself with this guide. It is 
recommended that you spend some time researching general information about 
colonization, westward expansion, and suburban sprawl. You should have a basic 
understanding of these movements and be equipped to answer questions that might arise 
during this discussion.  

• Print copies of the Envisioning an Alternate Future Handout found in the Teaching 
Materials section of this module. Try to ensure that each participant has a copy. 

Time 
Preparation time should be about 2 hours. The implementation of the module will take 1 
hour. Throughout the guide suggested times are provided for sections and sub-sections to 
assist the facilitator with time management. 

Resources 
Resources for Development Periods and Environmental Impacts 

Colonization 

• New World Encyclopedia: http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/
European_Colonization_of_the_Americas 

• Impact of the Encounter on the Americans and Europe: http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/
socst/ghgonline/units/4/documents/KlordeAlvaWilsey.pdf  

Westward Expansion 

• History: http://www.history.com/topics/westward-expansion 

Module 2 
!

Page !  4

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/European_Colonization_of_the_Americas
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/European_Colonization_of_the_Americas
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/European_Colonization_of_the_Americas
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/ghgonline/units/4/documents/KlordeAlvaWilsey.pdf
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/ghgonline/units/4/documents/KlordeAlvaWilsey.pdf
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/ghgonline/units/4/documents/KlordeAlvaWilsey.pdf
http://www.history.com/topics/westward-expansion


• Manifest Destiny and the Environmental Impacts of Westward Expansion: http://
dspace.flinders.edu.au/xmlui/bitstream/handle/2328/36705/
FJHP29_2013_05_Dobson.pdf?sequence=1 

Suburban Sprawl 

• Conserve Energy Future: http://www.conserve-energy-future.com/causes-and-effects-of-
urban-sprawl.php 

• Everything Connects: http://www.everythingconnects.org/urban-sprawl.html  

Impervious Surfaces 

• USGS: https://water.usgs.gov/edu/impervious.html   

• Capital Regional District: https://www.crd.bc.ca/education/our-environment/concerns/
impervious-surfaces  

Resources for Development Methods: A summary of the key characteristics of each of the 
following development methods is provided in the Teaching Materials section at the end of 
this module.  

• Happy City: http://thehappycitylab.com/  

• New Urbanism: https://www.cnu.org/resources/what-new-urbanism  

• Backyard Habitat: http://www.nwf.org/garden-for-wildlife/create.aspx 

• Eco Villages: http://www.sustainableecovillages.net/eco_village_designs.php 

• Blueprints: https://www.georgiaconservancy.org/blueprints 

• Good Urbanism: https://www.georgiaconservancy.org/goodurbanism 

• Eco-City: http://www.ecocitybuilders.org/ 

• City Development Strategies: http://www.citiesalliance.org/about-cds  

• Eco-Industrial Parks: http://opensourceecology.org/wiki/Eco-Industrial_Park 

Module Outline 
• Development Movements:  

Colonization – Overview, Motivating Factors, Environmental Impacts  

Westward Expansion – Overview, Motivating Factors, Environmental Impacts 

Suburban Sprawl – Overview, Motivating Factors, Environmental Impacts 

• Tying it Together: How are the movements connected? 

• Next Steps: Tools to build an alternate future 
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Learning Outcomes 
After the module, participants should: 

• Be familiar with ecological, economic, cultural, political, and religious dynamics of U.S. 
development through three development movements – colonization, westward expansion, 
and suburban sprawl. 

• Be equipped to analyze the environmental impacts of each of these movements as they 
pertain to the land’s ability to provide environmental services for people. 

• Understand how the history of the US’s relationship with the land informs citizens’ and 
residents’ current worldviews and practices. 

• Be aware of new models of social organization that reflect environmental responsibility. 

Materials Needed 
• Writing implements 

• Whiteboard or large flip chart on which to use writing implements 

• Copies of Envisioning an Alternate Future Handout for each participant 
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Body 
Opening 
Suggested Time: 4 minutes 

Welcome 
Welcome participants, introduce yourself, and share the following information.  

“Welcome to the Tensions in Sustainability Forum Series. This series was designed for 
people who believe the health of the environment is important but who feel a tension 
between environmental and economic/social concerns. This six module forum series is 
intended to assist people to constructively deal with the challenges that emerge during 
attempts to integrate environmental sustainability holistically into their lives. 

“Each module is free standing, however the modules may also be offered in a series. Modules 
1-3 address some of the confusion surrounding environmental concerns by introducing 
participants to America’s current environmental conditions, its environmental history, and 
the incentives that encourage people to disregard climate change science. Modules 4-6 equip 
participants to collaboratively address these problems in ways that reflect their personal 
value systems, skill sets, and assumptions while also helping participants to better 
understand how others make sense of these issues. 

“If you like the lesson today you can go online and check out the other available modules. If 
you would like to facilitate a module, all teaching materials are free and available for 
download at www.CREATEForumSeries.com.” 

Lesson Objective 
Tell participants: “Today, we’ll be learning the history of our society’s relationship to the 
natural world. We’ll be tracing that relationship through three development movements: 
colonization, westward expansion, and suburban sprawl. For the Americans who lived 
through them, each of these movements radically transformed their patterns of relating to 
the natural world. Our discussion will track how Americans in different eras have interacted 
with the natural world and how their physical patterns of resource use have impacted the 
environment. Studying this history gives us an opportunity to learn from earlier Americans’ 
successes and their mistakes. After tracing where we’ve come from, our discussion today will 
give us a chance to discuss and plan where we want to go from here. We will spend some 
time imagining what ecologic, individual, and societal flourishing might look like for the U.S. 
in this day and age and how we can pursue it.” 
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Facilitator’s Note: It is important to understand that we are looking 
at correlations between developments in culture and the changing 
environmental landscape. These correlations do not inherently 
mandate causation; actions and beliefs are inter-dependent. In this 
discussion, we will be looking at environmental consumption patterns 
and culture in the past so that we can notice correlations and think 
constructively about the future. 

Colonization of America 
Suggested Time: 7 minutes 

Tell participants: “Our society’s relationship to the natural world really begins with 
European colonization. Before that, various American Indian societies each had their own 
patterns of environmental habitation. However, the groundwork for our society was laid 
when Europeans settled down in this hemisphere and started re-establishing their economic 
and political systems here. So, let’s see what you all remember from middle school history…”  

Ask participants the following questions to prompt discussion: 

• What is colonization?  

• Which nations colonized here?  

• When did they colonize?  

• Where did they colonize?  

• How did the people who colonized here acquire the land?  

• What did they do with the land when they moved onto it?  

• What kind of government did they set up? 

Use the following information to prompt participants as needed: 

A: Colonization refers to the movement where European settlers moved to America 
and ‘colonized’ the land. You may be familiar with this movement in relation to the 13 
colonies or the Revolutionary War. European colonists explored the eastern coast of 
the United States and established the original 13 colonies, beginning with 
Jamestown, Virginia in 1607. Eventually, the colonists signed the Declaration of 
Independence in 1776 to establish the United States of America and fought the 
Revolutionary War with England to gain independence, which ended the colonial 
period.  1

 “European Colonization of the Americas - New World Encyclopedia.”1
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Motivating Factors of Colonization 
After a brief discussion summarizing colonization, tell participants, “Colonization of North 
America obviously required a lot of sweat, blood, and tears on the part of the colonists. They 
must have had strong motivations to migrate here and (often violently) set up a new society.” 

Facilitator’s Note: Make three columns on the board, writing 
“Ecological,” “Political/Economic,” and “Cultural/Religious” at the top 
of each of the columns. For each of the categories, you will ask 
participants to name some motivating factors of colonization. See the 
information below to get an idea of appropriate responses and to 
prompt participants when needed. As participants respond, write their 
answers under each column. Ideally, this will be a guided discussion. 
The information below will help you guide the group in filling out the 
table. Participants might not name all of the motivating factors. For 
example, participants might not think about imperialism and the 
Middle Passage as motivating factors of colonization. If gaps in the 
table appear, mention some of the motivating factors that were missed 
and add them to the board. 

Ask participants the following questions: 

• Why might someone have wanted to move to America?  

• What kind of political and economic motivations might the colonists have had? 

• What kind of ecological motivations?  

• What kind of religious or cultural motivations?  

• What about the land and landscape might have been appealing?  

• How might colonists have gained politically and financially?  

• What sort of social interests such as religion or quality of life might have influenced 
people’s decisions?” 
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Motivating Factors of Colonization  2

Environmental Impacts of Colonization 
After a brief discussion on some of the motivations of colonization, tell participants, “Now 
let’s consider the environmental impacts of colonization. How might the environment have 
been directly affected by colonization?” 

Ask participants the following questions and write their responses on the board: 

• What would the colonists’ main sources of income have been?  

Answers: lumber, furs, cash crops, etc.  

• What living things would the colonists have brought with them?  

Answers: new species of plants, animals, germs, etc.  

• What might have been some of the environmental and human impacts of the colonists 
generating revenue and importing new species of plants, animals, and germs? 

 Answers might include:   3

• Deforestation — Farmland for tobacco, sugar, corn, and other exports to Europe. 

• Resource depletion — Timber harvest for export to Europe. 

• Human health — Disease (millions of Native Americans died from European 
diseases). 

• Extinction of native species — Example: Hunting beavers in the Northeast for pelts 
reduced habitat (beaver ponds) for moose, fish, etc. 

Ecological Economic/Political Cultural/Religious
Abundance of land for 
settlement

Economic development 
potential (cash crops, timber, 
etc.)

Desire for religious freedom 
(from Protestant 
Reformation)

Abundance of resources to 
use and export

Power for European 
countries (through land 
acquistion, often forcibly 
removing Indian tribes)

Desire for land, homes, 
money (improved quality of 
life)

Untamed wilderness Imperialism, slavery, Middle 
Passage, etc.

Additional trading routes

 Lemon, “Chapter 6: Colonial America in the Eighteenth Century.”2

 Klor de Alva and Wisley, “Impact of the Encounter on the Americans and Europe.”3
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• Invasive species — Example: Introduction of pigs destroyed native habitat and 
provided competition for native deer species. 

Westward Expansion 
Suggested Time: 7 minutes 

Tell participants: “Colonization ended for the 13 original colonies that became the United 
States at the end of the American Revolutionary War…But many of the same ecological, 
economic/political and cultural/religious dynamics continued into the US’s next big 
developmental era: Westward Expansion… Is anyone familiar with that term?” 

Ask participants the following questions to prompt discussion: 

• What is westward expansion?  

• When did westward expansion occur?  

• Why is westward expansion significant?  

• How did the settlers who moved west acquire the land?  

• What did they do with the land when they moved onto it?  

Use the following information to prompt participants as needed: 

Westward expansion refers to the period of time following the Revolutionary War as 
the United States of America expanded westward. By 1840, nearly 7 million 
Americans lived west of the Appalachian Mountains. During this time, the United 
States of America purchased vast amounts of land, culminating in the purchases of 
Alaska and Hawaii in 1959 to create the existing 50 states that we have today.  4

Motivating Factors of Westward Expansion 
After the brief discussion summarizing westward expansion, tell participants, “Westward 
expansion required a lot of work and risk as settlers left established civilizations and set out 
towards the unknown. They must have had strong reasons to migrate west and (often 
violently) expand America.” 

Facilitator’s Note: Make three columns on the board, writing 
“Ecological,” “Political/Economic,” and “Cultural/Religious” at the top 
of each of the columns. For each of the categories, ask participants to 
name some motivating factors of westward expansion. See the 
information below to get an idea of appropriate responses, and prompt 
participants when needed. As participants respond, write their 
answers under each column. The information below will help you 

 “Westward Expansion - Facts & Summary.”4
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guide the group in filling out the table. Participants might not name all 
of the motivating factors. For example, participants might not know 
the federal acts that helped promote westward expansion and helped 
define the relationship between the U.S. government and Native 
Americans tribes. If gaps in the table appear, mention some of the 
motivating factors that were missed and add them to the board. 

Ask participants the following questions to prompt discussion: 

• Why might someone have wanted to move westward?  

• What kind of political and economic motivations might the settlers have had?  

• What kind of ecological motivations?  

• What kind of religious or cultural motivations?  

• What about the land and landscape might have been appealing?  

• How might settlers have gained politically and financially?  

• What sort of social interests such as religion or quality of life might have influenced 
people’s decisions? 

Motivating Factors of Westward Expansion  5

Ecological Economic/Political Cultural/Religious
Abundance of land for 
settlement

Industrialization (mass 
production, nation-wide 
economy)

American Dream (gold rush 
mentality), natural rights, 
individualism

Abundance of resources to 
use and export

Population growth Manifest Destiny

Untamed wilderness, 
aesthetic beauty

Decreased transportation 
costs through growing 
infrastructure (ex. 
transcontinental railroad)

Virtuous small famers 
(Agrarian philosophy 
articulated by Thomas 
Jefferson)

Louisiana Purchase, 
Homestead Act, Indian 
Removal Act of 1830

 “United States - An Age of Reform | History - Geography | Britannica.com.”; “Milestones: 1830–1860 - Office 5

of the Historian.” “Westward Expansion.”
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Environmental Impacts of Westward Expansion 
At this point ask if participants have any questions, then tell participants, “Now let’s turn our 
discussion to the direct environmental impact of westward expansion. How might the 
environment have been directly affected by westward expansion?” 

Ask participants the following questions and write their responses on the board: 

• What would the settler’s main sources of income have been? 

Answers: agriculture, mining, construction of roads, buildings, railroads, boats and 
canals, lumber, furs, cash crops, and later products and labor of the industrial 
revolution.  6

• What might have been some of the environmental impacts of these industries on forests… 
on rivers… on soil… on prairies… and on buffalo?  

Answers might include:  7

• Deforestation — Farmland for tobacco, corn, sugar, and an increasing agricultural 
economy. 

• Soil erosion — Clear cutting forests for farmland. 

• River flow changes — Dams, stream diversion for irrigation, sedimentation from 
erosion. 

• Air pollution — Industrial revolution (coal). 

• Resource depletion — Timber, animals, and minerals extracted unsustainably for 
human use. 

• Animal extinction — Bison and passenger pigeons went extinct due to 
unsustainable hunting. 

Ask participants if they have any questions. You might also ask participants what their 
reaction to this history is so far…had they seen the connection between economic and 
political dynamics and environmental consequences before? Give participants 1-5 minutes to 
process their reactions. 

Suburban Sprawl 
Suggested Time: 7 minutes 

Tell participants: “For this session of our discussion, we’re going to make a chronological 
jump, skipping over American history from the beginning of the 1900’s to the end of the 
Second World War. The US was quite busy during that time with foreign affairs. That history 

 “Westward Expansion - Facts & Summary.”6

 Dobson, “Manifest Destiny and the Environmental Impacts of Westward Expansion.”7
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is incredibly important but it’s harder to show how this period shaped our current patterns 
of relating to the ecosystems we actually live in, since much of the activity occurred abroad. 
We pick our history back up in the 1950’s through the present with suburban sprawl.” 

Ask participants the following questions to prompt discussion: 

• What is suburban sprawl?  

• Where does suburban sprawl occur?  

• What are some different forms of suburban sprawl (i.e. what does suburban sprawl look 
like)? 

Use the following information to prompt participants as needed: 

Suburban sprawl is one of the current issues that we are facing today. This movement 
refers to the shift towards lower population densities in cities as cities expand 
outward geographically while their populations rise. You can easily see this when you 
think of the suburbs around a city. These suburbs can take many different forms. 
They can become ‘edge-cities’ that pop up around urban centers, they can be 
intentionally designed as planned communities, or they can be individual houses that 
are built in formerly rural landscapes.  8

Motivating Factors of Suburban Sprawl 
After the brief discussion summarizing suburban sprawl, tell participants, “There are many 
motivating factors for suburban sprawl, as well as many drawbacks. Let’s discuss a few of 
those now.” 

Facilitator’s Note: Make three columns on the board, writing 
“Ecological,” “Political/Economic,” and “Cultural/Religious” at the top 
of each of the columns. For each of the categories, ask participants to 
name some motivating factors of suburban sprawl. See the 
information below to get an idea of appropriate responses, and prompt 
participants when needed. As participants respond, write their 
answers under each column. Ideally, this will be a guided discussion. 
The information below will help you guide the group in filling out the 
table. Participants might not name all of the motivating factors. For 
example, participants may not know about federal programs and 
subsidies for housing on flood plains, or how the social and racial 
dynamics of white flight and class flight influence suburban sprawl. If 
gaps in the table appear, mention some of the motivating factors that 
were missed and add them to the board. 

 Nechyba and Walsh, “Urban Sprawl.”8
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Ask participants the following questions to prompt discussion: 

• Why might someone want to move to the suburbs?  

• What kind of political and economic motivations might people have?  

• What kind of ecological motivations?  

• What kind of religious or cultural motivations?  

• What about the land and landscape might have been appealing?  

• How might people gain politically and financially from the move?  

• What sort of social interests such as religion, quality of life, or neighbors might have 
influenced people’s decisions? 

Motivating Factors of Suburban Sprawl  9

Environmental Impacts of Suburban Sprawl 
Invite questions at this point. Then transition and tell participants, “Now that we’ve 
discussed the motivating factors of suburban sprawl in America, let’s turn our discussion to 
the direct environmental impact of suburban sprawl. How might the environment have been 
directly affected by suburban sprawl?”  

Ask participants the following questions and write their responses on the board: 

• What do you see when you are driving through areas of suburban sprawl? 

Ecological Economic/Political Cultural/Religious
Aesthetics —proximity to 
parks and nature without 
leaving the comfort of home

Rise of incomes, rise of the 
middle class (rise in 
standard of living)

Pro-consumption (bigger 
houses, more land, etc.)

Space — large property with 
proximity to convenience of 
cities

Improved infrastructure (ex. 
highways that encourage 
long distance travel, or rapid 
train transportation)

American Dream, 
individualism, white-picket 
fence and single-family 
home

Escape pollution (air, water, 
ground, noise, light)

Federal programs — home 
owner tax breaks, subsidies 
to build homes on flood 
plains

White flight, class flight

Shift away from agrarian 
societies (people no longer 
needed a lot of land)

 Kukreja, “Causes and Effects of Urban Sprawl.”; Semuels, “White Flight Never Ended.”9
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Answers: construction, lawns, trash alongside highways, parked cars, networks of 
streets, single-family homes, etc. 

• What might be some of the environmental impacts of this type of development on resource 
supply… on agriculture… on air quality… on water quality… on rivers, lakes, and streams… 
and on human health? 

Answers might include:  10

• Deforestation — Single-family home construction as population density decreases 
(fewer people need larger area to live). 

• Air pollution — Commuter traffic congestion, increased energy use for homes, etc. 

• Water pollution — Commuter traffic congestion, increased runoff carrying 
pollutants, etc. 

• Stream sedimentation — Construction activities dislodge soil. 

• Increased water consumption — Lawns require significant water resources. 

• Habitat fragmentation and loss — Suburban sprawl into undeveloped forest, 
highway construction, etc. 

• Resource depletion — Single-family homes require more energy and resources than 
compact apartments in cities 

• Human health — Less physical activity, more fast food, and fewer home cooked 
meals because of increased commute time. 

Tying It Together 
Suggested Time: 10 minutes 

Invite questions from participants. Then begin tying the discussion together. Tell 
participants, “Now that we’ve had a chance to explore these three phases of American 
history, we have a chance to look back on them and see what we can learn. You’ve heard the 
phrase hindsight is 20/20. It is really easy to look back and see how devastating some of 
these movements were to the environment. But in the moment, some of these environmental 
impacts can be harder to see. How much do you think the people involved in each of these 
movements recognized the impacts they were having on the environment?” 

Ask participants the following questions: 

• Imagine you are an individual colonist, settler, or someone looking to buy a house.  

 What would you be concerned with?  

 Kahn, “The Environmental Impact of Suburbanization.”10
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 How much land would you use?  

 How would you understand your life in relationship to the environment? 

 What would you have hoped for in your own life or for your children? 

• How might these movements have been experienced by the people who suffered the most 
from them? From Native Americans, slaves, and later people of color? 

• How much do we understand the environmental impacts of our society today? 

Facilitator’s Note: There are no right or wrong answers here (in 
essence, this is very difficult to know with certainty). It can be noted, 
however, that very few writings from the respective historical time 
periods seemed concerned with environmental sustainability. 
Additionally, some of the environmental impacts of these movements 
weren’t felt until much later in time (for example, extinction of native 
species such as the passenger pigeon). Ideally, participants will note 
how individual people’s thoughts during those three movements were 
probably centered on immediate life needs and goals, not collectively 
centered on potential environmental impacts or the social impacts on 
people they did not identify with. 

If you have time, this is a good place to include Expansion Pack 
Activity #1, “Wilderness Readings Activity.” This selection of readings 
show that at least a few people seemed to recognize the environmental 
impacts of their society, although this was probably not the most 
common way that members of a society understood their 
environmental impact. 

Parking Lots 
Tell participants: “From our discussion, it has become evident that we don’t always see the 
impact that our society has on the environment. Let’s look at a current example: parking lots. 
Parking lots are relatively common, seemingly innocuous structures. They are commonly 
made of asphalt or concrete and we park our cars on them. But what is the environmental 
impact of parking lots? Consider a parking lot and a grass field. When it rains, the grass field 
soaks up a significant amount of the rainwater, whereas the parking lot causes the rainwater 
to run off the surface. Parking lots are impervious surfaces, water cannot pass through them, 
and the number of parking lots has increased dramatically with the rise of suburban sprawl. 
This can have several effects on both the local ecosystems and on the people who live in the 
area. How might a significant increase in the number and area of parking lots affect the 
environment, and thus people? Let’s take a few minutes to think about parking lots and 
research this further.”  
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Facilitator's Note: Participants are welcome to use their smart 
phones or computers to start doing some research on their own. Use 
the paragraphs and answers below to help facilitate the conversation 
about parking lots. Prompt participants when needed. 

Parking lots affect people and the environment through:  11

• Drinking water – Parking lots prevent replenishment of groundwater that people rely on 
for drinking water because they prevent rain water from seeping into the ground to 
replenish groundwater reservoirs. 

• Flooding – Water flows quickly off parking lots (much faster than it would flow through a 
field, forest, or other natural ecosystem). The high speed and volume of runoff from 
parking lots makes surrounding areas susceptible to flooding, which can cause significant 
losses to property and threats to life. 

• Pollution – Rainwater runoff from parking lots often carries significant amounts of 
pollutants in it (consider fuel or oil leaks, road salts, etc.) that can contaminate drinking 
water and stream or lake habitat for fish (or recreation for people) at much higher 
concentrations than would be found after water flowed through a field where natural 
elements in the soil start to break pollutants down. 

• Wetland loss – Wetlands provide natural drainage ditches for flooding events and the 
natural elements in wetland habitats purify water for drinking, however they are often 
filled in for development purposes (they make really good parking lots). Construction of 
new parking lots can result in destruction of natural ecosystems that keep people healthy 
and safe. 

• Temperature regulation – Parking lots often reflect heat, making the direct surface 
warmer and uncomfortable for people and incrementally warming the air temperature as 
well. 

Tell participants, “As you could imagine, if the surface of the earth were entirely covered with 
impervious surfaces then we would not be able to live on it because of loss of access to, and 
recharge of, groundwater for drinking. If the earth just had some impervious surface, 
however, then we could still have access to those functioning environmental services like 
groundwater for drinking and wetlands for water purification. We have good reasons to build 
and use parking lots. But at what point do the scales tip? That is, at what point are there too 
many parking lots for the people in a community to flourish? At what point do parking lots 
start to inhibit people and damage the environment to an unsustainable level? This is a 
question that politicians, city planners, environmentalists, and other people are currently 

 “Impervious Surfaces.”11
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debating. This is one example of how ecological loss subsequently causes social and 
economic losses for people.” 

Development Periods in U.S. History Summary  
Tell participants: “This exercise was practice in recognizing the factors at play in the 
environmental issues we are facing today. Our actions towards the environment are 
integrally connected to political and economic structures. Just as we have good reasons to 
build and use parking lots, Americans in history had all kinds of political, economic, and 
ecological reasons (and a few cultural and religious reasons) to act as they did in these three 
development eras. They worked really hard just to survive, and survival depended on 
utilizing the environmental resources available to them. They had material interests driving 
them toward these forms of development, and our material interests today will also continue 
to drive our behavior (now in terms of suburban sprawl). The question then becomes, how 
can we flip the scenario? How can we meet our material interests without having these 
negative environmental impacts? This is important for long-term planning. We must develop 
societies in ways that mitigate negative environmental impacts so that we can continue to 
use environmental services in the long run. This brings us to the final part of our discussion.” 

Tools to Build an Alternate Future 
Suggested Time: 20 minutes 

Visioning Exercise 
Tell participants: “For this last part of today’s discussion we will participate in a visioning 
exercise and discuss some tools of development that reduce negative environmental impacts. 
We’ve discussed some of the significant movements in American history and looked briefly 
at the direct environmental impacts of those movements. Now we will spend some time 
imagining what it might look like for individuals, societies, and the earth to all flourish.” 

Facilitator's Note: Divide participants up into small groups and 
pass out the Envisioning an Alternate Future Handout found in 
the Teaching Materials section of this module.  

Tell participants: “What do you want in your ‘ideal’ community and what would it look like? 
On the handout provided you will find some questions to prompt your thinking. Consider 
buildings, demographics, aesthetics, and transportation. Spend some time writing down 
your thoughts with a partner or in a small group. On the right side of the page you will see a 
section on environmental services. Environmental services refer to all the ways that 
ecosystems benefit human beings, both directly and indirectly. For example, some 
environmental services include resources like timber from trees, food from plants, and clean 
drinking water through groundwater filtration. Other environmental services help control 
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flooding and erosion, and even regulate climate. Aspects of the natural world provide these 
services to humans. What natural features would you need to provide these services? The 
environmental world is incredibly resilient. With just a little long-term planning, these 
resources can be used and maintained for many years to come.” 

If participants are struggling to come up with answers about their “ideal” communities, use 
the following prompts and questions: 

• What mix of buildings would your “ideal” community contain? – Lots of houses, or some 
houses and some apartments? Stores, schools, libraries, etc.? What other buildings would 
you like? 

• Who would live there? – Your family, mostly young people, mostly old people, English 
speakers or a mix (especially in schools)? 

• Would people move in and out regularly or would people stay there for decades? 

• What kind of plants would grow there? – Shrubs, bushes, trees, flowers, native or 
decorative or edible plants, lawns or not? 

• Would people have big yards or small yards and more community park spaces? 

• How far would people commute to work? 

• Would people mostly drive or walk or bike or take public transit to their destinations? 

• What would you change about the current way your community is organized? Why would 
you make those changes? 

If participants are struggling to come up with answers about environmental services, use the 
following prompts and questions about environmental services: 

• What sort of environmental services would you want?  

For example, access to clean drinking water, drainage for flooding, barriers for storm 
surge, etc. 

• How would those services be sustained? What precautions would you want to take to 
protect those environmental services? 

• Think about the landscape in which you live. What sorts of problems or natural threats are 
prevalent in your neighborhood (frequent flooding, landslides, tornadoes, etc.)? 

Development Methods 
Facilitator’s Note: After participants have had time to discuss their 
thoughts about their ideal communities in small groups, assign a 
‘development method’ to each small group (found on the second page of 
the Envisioning an Alternate Future Handout). These 
development methods are strategies for organizing communities to 
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achieve a certain goal, such as a healthier population or healthier 
environment. A full list of some development methods and their key 
characteristics can be found in the Teaching Materials at the end of this 
module. Ask participants to take some time researching their assigned 
development method.  

If available, encourage participants to use their smart phones and computers for research. 
Ask participants to answer the following questions (also found on their handout):  

• What are some of the key characteristics of this development method?  

• What problems does this development method try to address?  

• How does this development method impact people and the environment (both positively 
and negatively)?  

• How does this development method further (or not) the values you described in your ideal 
community?  

After participants have had time to research and discuss their development methods, bring 
the large group back together and ask each small group to present their development method 
and their analysis of it. 

Facilitator’s Note: If you have time consider Expansion Pack 
Activity #2, “Mapping Ideal Communities,” before beginning the next 
section. 
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Closing Remarks 
Suggested Time: 5 minutes 

Connecting Value and Practice 
Facilitator’s Note: Once everyone has had an opportunity to present 
their development methods, bring the group back together for some 
final thoughts. Ask the questions below, pausing after each question to 
hear participants’ feedback. Then conclude the module with the final 
paragraph. 

Tell participants: “Thank you all for your research and analysis. Let’s spend the last few 
minutes summarizing what we’ve heard and how we should respond to this information. 
This module today provided us with some insight into key periods of development in the 
United States. It also made us aware of some of the significant environmental impacts of 
those movements. We finished with a visioning exercise and an overview of some tools we 
can use to start to make our neighborhoods and communities reflect our values and hopes 
for the world and empower us to act.” 

• What common themes can we name across the development methods that we discussed 
today?  

• How do these common themes uphold (or not) some of the common values named when 
we described our ideal communities?  

• What can you do, in your neighborhood today, to start creating change that exemplifies 
these values? 

Conclusion 
As the discussion comes to an end, thank the participants for coming. If time allows, 
consider Expansion Pack Activity #3, "Watch and Discuss a TED Talk,” located at the 
end of this module. Direct participants to the Additional Resources listed at the end of this 
module for further exploration and encourage participants to continue talking about 
environmental sustainability in their communities. 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Teaching Materials 
Key Characteristics of Development Methods 
Happy City  12

• The happy city (a city with happy people), is also the green city, is also the low-carbon city 

• The structure of cities, including architecture, design, etc. can make people happier. 

• Conversation between planners, policy makers, and developers can lead to smart design 
and happier people. 

New Urbanism   13

• “Human scale neighborhoods” that include walkable streets, proximity between housing 
and shopping, accessible public spaces, etc. 

• Priority on placemaking and intentional public spaces through design that benefit people 

• Goal of economic vitality, community stability, and environmental health 

Backyard Habitat   14

• Provide sustainable habitat for wildlife in your backyard 

• Emphasis on food, water, and shelter for backyard critters 

• Promote healthy ecosystems and to restore the natural environment 

Eco Villages   15

• Small, walkable communities to maintain community group cohesion 

• Large enough for necessary services (school, medical, market, etc.), and activities (arts, 
entertainment, sports, etc.) 

• Needs, resources, and assets all originate within the community 

Blueprints   16

• Emphasis on prosperous communities while maintaining natural environmental assets 

 “Happy City | Happy City Will Change the Way You Think about Urban Life.”12

 “What is New Urbanism?”13

 “Create - National Wildlife Federation.”14

 “Eco Village Designs.”15

 “Blueprints.”16
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• Small community vision (community-based planning) to revitalize existing assets and plan 
for transportation, land use, and economic growth 

•  Natural, historic, and cultural environments taken into consideration during community 
planning and development 

Good Urbanism   17

• Accessibility and mobility priority for everyone through intentional arrangements of 
streets, public spaces, etc. 

• Flexibility for private parcels of land to change over time within the public framework 

• Diversity of design including streets, parks, public spaces, buildings, gardens, and people 

Eco-City  18

• Intentionally designed cities that are walkable with access to green spaces, basic urban 
services, and affordable housing 

• Responsible management of resources that ensures clean air, water, and soil while 
maintaining the natural environment  

• Commitment to education and an equitable economy 

City Development Strategies   19

• Emphasis on quality of life including job opportunities, transportation systems, access to 
services, quality education, health care, entertainment, and public spaces for gathering 

• Promotes community involvement in creating and shaping communities 

• Commitment to resource management to provide for all citizens and maintain 
environmental services, including clean air and water 

Eco-Industrial Parks   20

• Manage environmental concerns and resources use in consideration of other 
manufacturing and service businesses 

• Improve economic performance while minimizing environmental impact 

• Reduce pollution, reduce waste in production, maximize efficiency, and encourage inter-
company partnering  

 “Good Urbanism.”17

 “Ecocity Builders – Rebuilding Cities for the Long-Term Health of Human and Natural Systems.”18

 “About CDS | Cities Alliance.”19

 “Eco-Industrial Park - Open Source Ecology.”20
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Envisioning an Alternate Future Handout  

Describe Your “Ideal” Community 
Consider housing, stores, schools, work, 
food, entertainment, etc.   

Consider demographics (age, race, language 
spoken, etc.).   

Consider aesthetics (plants, lawns, trees, 
shared space in parks, etc.).   

Consider transportation (length of 
commute/type of transportation used, etc.).   

How would you change the way your 
current community is organized?  Why 
would you make those changes? 

Environmental Services 
What types of environmental services 
would you need to maintain your ideal 
community?   

What natural features would you need to 
provide these services?   

What are some threats to these natural 
features, and what would you need to do to 
sustain them for a long period of time? 

 

Exploring Different Development Methods 
1. Describe some of the key characteristics of each development method on the reverse side 

of page. 

2. Analyze how each development method impacts people and the environment. 

3. Compare each development method to your ideal community. How well does each 
development method meet the values you described in your ideal community? 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A) Happy City — http://thehappycitylab.com/ 
 

B) New Urbanism — https://www.cnu.org/resources/what-new-urbanism  
 

 
C) Backyard Habitat — http://www.nwf.org/garden-for-wildlife/create.aspx 

 

D) Eco Villages — http://www.sustainableecovillages.net/eco_village_designs.php 
 

E) Blueprints — https://www.georgiaconservancy.org/blueprints 
 

F) Good Urbanism — https://www.georgiaconservancy.org/goodurbanism 
 

G) Eco-City — http://www.ecocitybuilders.org/ 
 
 
H) City Development Strategies — http://www.citiesalliance.org/about-cds 

 

I) Eco-Industrial Parks — http://opensourceecology.org/wiki/Eco-Industrial_Park 
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Expansion Pack 
Activities 
#1 Wilderness Readings Activity 
Suggested Time: 45 minutes 

This expansion pack activity is best completed after the “Tying it Together” section of the 
module. The objective of this expansion pack activity is to work towards understanding the 
role of “wilderness” in the American consciousness. Distribute the three passages below to 
three volunteers to read aloud to the group. 

For this activity, you will need: 

• A printed copy of Readings A, B, and C in the Teaching Materials section below.  

Teaching Materials  

Reading A 
From William Wood’s New England’s Prospect (1634) 
“Of the Beasts that Live on the Land” 

Having related unto you the pleasant situation of the country, the 
healthfulness of the climate, the nature of the soil, with his vegetatives and other 
commodities, it will not be amiss to inform you of such irrational creatures as are 
daily bred and continually nourished in this country, which do much conduce to 
the well-being of the habitants, affording not only meat for the belly but clothing 
for the back. The beasts be as followeth: 

The kingly lion and the strong-armed bear,/ The large-limbed mooses, 
with the tripping dear, 

Quill-darting porcupines, and raccoons be/ Castled in the hollow of an 
aged tree; 

The skipping squirrel, rabbit, purblind hare,/ Immured in the selfsame 
castle are, 

Lest red-eyed ferrets, wily foxes should/ Them undermine, if rampired but 
with mold. 

The grim-faced ounce, and ravenous, howling wolf,/ Whose meagre 
paunch sucks like a swallowing gulf. 

Black, glistering otters and rich-coated beaver,/ The civet-scented 
musquash smelling ever. 
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Reading B 
From Henry David Thoreau’s Journal—March 23, 1856 

I cannot but feel as if I lived in a tamed, and, as it were, emasculated 
country. Would not the motions of those larger and wilder animals have been 
more significant still? Is it not a maimed and imperfect nature that I am 
conversant with?... When I think what were the various sounds and notes, the 
migrations and works, and changes of fur and plumage which ushered in the 
spring and marked the other seasons of the year, I am reminded that this my life in 
nature, this particular round of natural phenomena which I call a year, is 
lamentably incomplete. I listen to [a] concert in which so many parts are wanting. 
The whole civilized country is to some extent turned into a city, and I am that 
citizen whom I pity. Many of those animal migrations and other phenomena by 
which the Indians marked the season are no longer to be observed. I seek 
acquaintance with Nature,--to know her moods and manners. Primitive Nature is 
the most interesting to me. I take infinite pains to know all the phenomena of the 
spring, for instance, thinking that I have here the entire poem, and then, to my 
chagrin, I hear that it is but an imperfect copy that I possess and have read, that 
my ancestors have torn out many of the first leaves and grandest passages, and 
mutilated it in many places…. I wish to know an entire heaven and an entire 
earth.  

Reading C 
From Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962): “A Fable for Tomorrow” 

Facilitator’s Note: Prior to beginning this expansion pack activity, 
print the first two paragraphs of “Silent Spring,” by Rachel Carson, 
published in The New Yorker. The article can be found at this website: 
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1962/06/16/silent-spring-
part-1.  You should select the paragraph beginning, “There was once a 21

town in the heart of America…” and print the first two paragraphs, 
ending with, “The people had done it themselves.” You only need to 
print one copy for single use in this module. 

Discussion 

Tell participants: “For this activity we will read three passages from American history to 
work towards understanding how ‘wilderness’ was understood in the American 
consciousness. The first passage comes from William Wood’s New England Prospect, 

 Rachel Carson, “Silent Spring - I.”21

Module 2 
!

Page !  28

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1962/06/16/silent-spring-part-1
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1962/06/16/silent-spring-part-1


published in 1634. As we read, note the different animals Wood lists as New England 
natives.” 

Reading A  

Ask a volunteer to read the first passage. After the reading, ask participants: 

• Did any of the animals on this list surprise you? 

• Which of these animals listed have you seen in the wild? 

• Which have you never seen in the wild?  

• What image of America does this text paint? Do you think this is a realistic image? 

• How do you feel about this image of America?  

• What sorts of actions would you take if America looked that way?  

• What kinds of things would you be concerned with? 

Tell participants: “Wood wrote this text to describe what British colonists heading to New 
England might encounter there. Now we are going to fast forward 200 years and look at the 
impression that one of the greatest early American nature writers (Henry Thoreau, author of 
Walden) had of the New England ‘wilderness’ in 1856, after reading Wood’s book.”  

Reading B  

Ask a volunteer to read the excerpt from Thoreau’s journal. After the reading, ask 
participants: 

• What struck you from this passage? 

• What about nature troubles Thoreau? 

• Who does he blame for this situation? 

• What image of America does this text paint? Do you think this is a realistic image? 

• How do you feel about this image of America? 

• What sorts of actions would you take if America looked that way? 

• What kinds of things would you be concerned with? 

Tell participants: “We will now fast forward another 100 years. This last selection comes 
from Rachel Carson’s book, Silent Spring. This book, written in 1962, is widely credited with 
inspiring the modern environmental movement. In this passage we will hear of different 
environmental disasters. Carson later wrote that she knew of no town that actually suffered 
from all of these disasters, but rather each disaster struck different towns around the 
country.” 

Module 2 
!

Page !  29



Reading C 

Ask a volunteer to read the passage. After the reading, ask participants: 

• What do you think the “white powder” she mentions at the end might be? 

Hint: This substance was banned partially because of its impact on bald eagle eggs 

Answer: DDT 

• Why do you think this book might be credited with beginning the modern environmental 
movement?  

• What image of America does this text paint? Do you think this is a realistic image? 

• How do you feel about this image of America? 

• What sorts of actions would you take if America looked that way? 

• What kinds of things would you be concerned with? 

Tell participants: “These three passages come from New Englanders, writing over a 300-year 
span. All three of these authors seem to have a deep affection for ‘unspoiled’ nature, even 
though some people during that time viewed this type of wilderness as inconvenient and 
dangerous and in need of taming. Some colonists, settlers, and inhabitants of the land did 
many things to protect the land; other people did things to the land to help them live or 
advance in the area.” 

Concluding Remarks  

Ask participants the following questions to facilitate discussion: 

• Which of these three readings did you find most interesting and why? 

• What did you learn from these readings about how different people saw the American 
wilderness? 

• What other viewpoints would you like to offer? 

• How would you describe the American landscape today? 

• What sorts of actions do you think you should take towards the environment?  

• What kinds of things are you concerned with in the present? 

After the discussion comes to an end, continue the module with the “Parking Lots” exercise. 
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#2 Mapping Ideal Communities 
Suggested Time: 20 – 40 minutes, depending on the number of small groups 

This expansion pack activity is best completed after the discussion about “Development 
Methods” and before the “Closing Remarks” section of the module. 

For this activity, you will need: 

• Paper 

• Coloring/drawing utensils  

After all groups have had a chance to present and analyze the development methods that 
they researched, invite participants to begin to think creatively about what their “ideal” 
community would look like. Divide participants up into groups of 2-3 people each. Give each 
group a couple pieces of paper and some drawing or coloring utensils.  

Tell participants, “We are now going to take some time to think creatively about what our 
‘ideal’ communities would actually look like. On the piece of paper provided, please make a 
map or a sketch of your ideal community.” 

If participants need more prompting, ask them to consider: 

• Housing 

• Roads and streets 

• Parks and other green space 

• Grocery stores and restaurants 

• Shopping 

• Schools and work 

• Transportation 

After 20 minutes have passed, invite participants to share the communities they created with 
the whole group. Then proceed to the “Closing Remarks” section of the module. 

#3 Watch and Discuss a TED Talk 
Suggested Time: 40 minutes per TED Talk  

TED talks are short speeches designed to “spread great ideas” from every discipline and 
social sector. It is recommended that the facilitator watch the TED talk beforehand and craft 
a list of questions to guide discussions after participants have watched the video. The 
following TED Talks pertain to the idea of urban design and planning. Facilitators are 
welcome to utilize TED talks not included below that may be better suited for the group’s 
interest. 
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• “Happy City” TED Talk by Charles Montgomery 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7WiQUzOnA5w 

• “Suburbs are dying, let’s create a new American Dream” TED Talk by Leigh Gallagher 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FyhCyB4oXXQ 

Additional Resources 
The following websites have articles for further exploration in the development of U.S. 
history and expansion as discussed in today's session. Encourage participants to explore 
these websites after the module (if time) or at home on their own time.  

• Colonization: 

https://www.asdk12.org/staff/bivins_rick/HOMEWORK/230028_ColonialLife.pdf  

https://highered.mheducation.com/sites/dl/free/0809222299/45391/
USHistory.html 

• Westward Expansion: 

http://www.historynet.com/westward-expansion 

http://users.humboldt.edu/ogayle/hist110/geography.html 

https://www.britannica.com/place/United-States/An-age-of-reform#ref612668 

• Suburban Sprawl: 

http://environment.nationalgeographic.com/environment/habitats/urban-sprawl/
#page=1 

http://www.vwl.tuwien.ac.at/hanappi/ageso/rp/nechyba_2004.pdf  

• Impervious Surfaces:  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1257665/ 

http://www.des.nh.gov/organization/divisions/water/wmb/was/salt-reduction-
initiative/impacts.htm 
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