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Overview 
How would various disciplines analyze a phenomenon like urban sprawl? Economists 
might start by asking why certain homeowners buy houses in the city, while others choose 
the suburbs. Planners might think about changing policies to make it more expensive to 
build lower-density housing. Sociologists might analyze whether new residents in outlying 
areas are more likely to be younger, wealthier and more ethnically homogeneous. Political 
scientists might look at the development planning process. Geologists might analyze the 
impact of new development on the region’s hydrology. What would geographers do? Well, 
geographers might study all these processes and more, beginning with the land itself.  
 
In today’s world, we are now used to seeing bird’s eye views of particular objects or events 
on the landscape. For example, IKONOS satellite data was used to show Manhattan before 
and after the World Trade Center collapsed. You can now use Google Earth to visualize 
everything from your own backyard to satellite debris from a collision in Siberia. Thus, we 
sometimes take for granted that observation of the land around us, as a way into exploring 
geographic phenomena, has long been essential to geographers and geographic inquiry.  
 
Because many geographers are in some way or another interested in place, the connections 
between people and places, and places as the site of environmental and ecosystem 
interaction, land use is a fundamental theme. Thus, land use is a phenomenon that cuts 
across many subfields of geography, including cultural, political, economic, and 
environmental geography. Land use, land-use history and land-use change can all illustrate 
the ways in which intersecting geographic processes play out in particular places. 
 
 
 

Disability Services: Students with disabilities that have been certified by 
the Office for Disability Services will be appropriately accommodated, 
and should inform the instructor as soon as possible of their needs. The 
Office for Disability Services is located in 150 Pomerene Hall, 1760 Neil 
Avenue; telephone 292-3307, TDD 292-0901; http://www.ods.ohio-
state.edu/. 
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Class description 
In this class, we will explore in depth three fundamental perspectives on land use, and their 
implications for thinking through geographic issues. First we will explore the concept of 
landscape, which has been used both as way to understand culture, as well as interacting 
ecosystems. Then, we will look at the classical land-use theories that were the foundations 
of economic geography. Finally, we will focus on land cover, as a distinct concept from land 
use, as used in human-environment geography as well as current environmental agendas. 
 
Course goals 
Upon completing this course, students will: 

- Be able to analyze land-use issues and problems from all three perspectives; and 
- Summarize the major processes, actors and themes at work. 

 
Format: This course will be a combination of lecture and discussion. Discussion dates are 
marked on the syllabus. Regular class participation is emphasized. By 9 a.m. before each 
class, all students will be asked to post a brief reaction to the readings (100 words per 
reading) on Carmen.  
 
Course evaluation 

Class participation 40%  

Homework exercises 10% each or 30% total 

Final project 30% 

 
Weekly discussions: The class will be split into two groups (A and B): alternating groups will 
be responsible for leading the discussion (dates marked on the syllabus).  On these days,  
groups will also post questions on Carmen to guide the discussion.  
 
Homework exercises: There are three homework exercises, due dates listed on syllabus. 

- HW 1: Landscape analysis, Due Monday 10/19/09 
- HW 2: Book review of The Milagro Beanfield War, Due Monday 11/2/09 
- HW 3: Land use and environmental change, Due Monday 11/23/09 

 
Final project: Students, in groups no larger than 3, will analyze a land-use issue of interest 
to them using one or more of the perspectives we have covered in class. The project write-
up should include (1) a concise research question, (2) data analysis (quantitative or textual, 
primary or secondary data), (3) a review of relevant literature, and (4) a statement of 
future research that could be done. Groups will present these projects the last week of class 
and the final report is due on Wednesday, 12/9/09 by 5 pm. 
 
Required readings 

1. Readings available in electronic form (journal articles) are to be found on Carmen. 
2. Selected book chapters will be printed in a coursepack, through Zip Publishing. You 

can order these online through zippublishing.com, or purchase at the SBX 
bookstore. 

3. There is one required book, the novel The Milagro Beanfield War (John Nichols). 
This book should be available at all bookstores. 



Course Schedule 

Day Date Topic Reading 
Group/ 
Due 

Wed 9/23/09 Introduction to the Course   

Landscape 

Mon 9/28/09 Foundations 
Sauer 2008 
Wilson 1992  

Wed 9/30/09 Legacy Olwig 1996 A 

Mon 10/5/09 In American history Marsh 1847  

Wed 10/7/09 History, cont. 
Clawson 1968 
Cronon 1983  

Mon 10/12/09 Applications 
Paradis 2002 
Cadieux 2009 B 

Land Use  

Wed 10/14/09 Economic Geography Berry et al. 1987  

Mon 10/19/09 Land Use and Society Platt 2004 HW 1 

Wed 10/21/09 Urban morphology  
Jackson 1981 
Dahms and McComb 1999 A 

Mon 10/26/09 Rural Geography Bowler and Ilbery 1999  

Wed 10/28/29 Applications 
Downs 1999 
Munroe and York 2003 B 

Land Cover 

Mon 11/2/09 Key concepts 
Goudie 2006. 
Walsh et al. 2004 HW 2 

Wed 11/4/09 Spatial analysis Clark et al. 2009  

Mon 11/9/09 Landscape ecology 
Forman 1995 
Ellis and Ramankutty 2008 A 

Wed 11/11/09 Veteran’s Day - No Class   

Mon 11/16/09 People and Pixels Rindfuss and Stern 1998  

Wed 11/18/09 Topics 
Brown et al. 2005 
Irwin and Bockstael 2007  B 

Mon 11/23/09  Film: A Forest Returns McSweeney and McChesney, 2004  HW 3 

     

Wed 11/25/09 Thanksgiving – No Class   

Final Projects  

Mon 11/30/09 Class presentations   

Wed 12/2/09 Class presentations   

Wed 12/9/09 Final Paper Due, 5 pm   
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