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Understanding Your Community 
Community Mapping Guide 

Introduction To This Guide 
Understand Your Community is a guide for 
educators participating in the Roots & Shoots 
Programme through the Jane Goodall Institute 
New Zealand. This programme is active in over 
130 countries worldwide. The four step 
curriculum-connected programme encourages 
teachers to support their students in developing a 
community action project. Before beginning this 
step, make sure you’ve registered your class in 
Roots & Shoots and watched the inspirational 
video of  Dr. Jane.  
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Roots & Shoots Educational Programme 

Learning Objectives 

•  Create a Community Map 

•  Explore interconnections between people, 
animals and the environment 

•  Examine cause and effect  
relationships in the community  

•  Interview community members 

•  Access Indigenous and historical knowledge 
of the community 

•  Identify issues of importance for an action 
project 

JGI’s Approach to Conservation: 
Community Mapping 

The approach used by The Jane Goodall Institute 
to protect chimpanzees in Africa is called 
Community-Centred Conservation (CCC). The 
success of  this type of  conservation is based on 
valuing and understanding the needs of  the 
people in the community and their relationships 
to the local wildlife and environment - the habitat 
of  chimpanzees. The first step in developing this 
understanding is to create a community map. JGI 
interviews community members and Indigenous 
elders to best understand the past and present 
stories of  each community. 

What Is Community Mapping? 
Community mapping is a vibrant and interactive 
way to tell the story of  a school, neighbourhood 
or city. Mapping involves identifying relationships, 
needs, and resources and recording them in the 
form of  a map. It highlights the complexity 
between how people, animals and the 
environment are interconnected and what issues 
might arise as a result of  their interactions. And it 
takes into account many different ways of  
‘knowing’ about a place – the stories and 
perspectives from different people  
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Creating a Community Map 

Follow these steps with young people to create a community map. 

Step 1: Introduce the Activity 

Explain to the students that they will be creating a community map to better understand the 
interconnectedness between people, animals and the environment. The goal of  the map will be to help 
determine an issue of  local importance around which they can develop an action plan. 

Opening Sharing Circle 
Start by exploring what ‘community’ means to each  
member of  the group using a Sharing Circle, which are used for  
discussion and healing by some Aboriginal cultures. Participants  
sit in a circle to show equal respect for all members of  the group.  
Use the instructions on page 9 to facilitate your circle. 

Discuss Interconnectivity  
Introduce the concept of  interconnectivity and interdependence.  
In every community, people and animals interact with the local  
environment and have an impact on one  another. Spirituality,  
personal health, community health and the health of  the  
environment are seen as interconnected and you can’t affect one 
without consequences to the others. 
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     Try this to Introduce the Concept of Interconnectedness  
•  Choose an issue of local importance, for example the removal of a wetland for residential 

development. Create cards with organisms (e.g. fish, birds, humans) and aspects of the natural 
environment (e.g. groundwater, air) that can be found in the local environment.  

•  Gather students in a circle. Give each student a card. Hand a ball of yarn to one student and ask 
him/her to say aloud their identity from the card.  

•  Then ask for others in the circle to raise their hand if they are in some way connected to the first 
student (e.g. they require them for food or shelter). The first student then tosses the ball of yarn to 
one of them, while being careful to hold the end of the yarn.  

•  The receiving student says aloud their identity and what their relationship is to the first student. 
Then the process repeats until a complex web of yarn is created.  

•  Finally introduce the issue of local importance. Ask the students to consider who in the web would 
be impacted (e.g. by wetland removal). All those impacted can either sit or let go of the yarn.   

    Discuss 

•  What does a ‘web’ teach us about relationships between members of a community? 
•  What did we learn about communities when our web was impacted by the local issue? 
•  Why is it important to understand interconnectedness and interdependence? 

 

Animal, People and the  
Environment Interact With  
and Impact On One Another 
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Step 2:  Select your Community 
Decide upon a geographic area that will allow you to 
examine issues of  relevance to current classroom studies. 
Depending on the age group of  your students, your map 
can cover different geographic areas. 

 

 

Step 3:  Map your Community  

Decide who will contribute to the map. Perhaps you want to work together as a group, in pairs or 
individually. Then determine which type of  map you will start with and add to.  

Will your map be…? 

•  Hand-drawn from observation 

•  Computer generated using mapping software like  
Google Maps™ or Google Earth™ or a world building  
game/app like Minecraft™ or Kodu Game Lab™ or Eden™ 

•  Created over a printed street map 

•  A 3-dimensional diorama 

 

Add Information to the Map 

As you decide which items to add to your map, consider the big ideas in the following chart. Choose the 
concepts and ideas that are appropriate for the learning level of  your students.  
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Step 3:  Map your Community (conti.) 
Where to Find Information for Your Map 

•  Take a walkabout in the schoolyard, in the 
neighbourhood  

•  Interview a city planner 

•  Examine maps  

•  Look through directories of  businesses, farms and 
services 

•  Check council, parks, and conservation 
association websites 

•  Ask your local librarian 

•  Examine online satellite images 

•  Talk to neighbours and community members. 
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Step 4: Learn About Your Community 
Understanding your community involves working within it to better comprehend the interactions 
between people, animals and the environment. These interactions will help identify areas where needs 
are not being met. Recognizing resources and areas of  strength in the community will identify potential 
solutions or sources of  support.   

 

Students explore their community to identify  

1.  Who are the members of  the community?  
(animals, people and the environment) 

2.  What are the needs of  members in the  
community? 

3.  Are the needs of  all community members met? 

4.  What resources in the community can  
be better utilized to address needs? 

 

Needs versus Wants 
 
Needs: are things required to 
survive. 
 
Wants: are things that are nice to 
have but are not necessary. 

 Explore Interconnectedness 
 
With Younger Students  
Use the Community Scorecard (page 10) to have them examine their neighbourhoods for 
cause and effect relationships between animals, people and their environment. 
 
With Older Students 

Explore deeper clarifying questions about the members of the community. Use questions like 
those below to dig deeper into who the members of the community are. This helps them identify 
which members may be more vulnerable (have greater needs) or be more privileged or better 
positioned to provide support to others (have many resources/assets). Read more about good 
questions on Interviewing Tips (page 11). 

For example:  

 What are the human demographics of this community?  
 (ages, socio-economic levels, ethnicity, languages, etc.) 

 Who uses the community other than residents and how do they use it? 
 (migration into community for work, transit through on highways, tourism)  
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Step 4: Learn About Your Community (conti.) 

Record Your Ideas 

Create the chart below with students. Fill in what information you already know 
from the investigations you did to create your initial community maps (in Step 2). 
See the examples below for ways to fill in the chart.  
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The gaps in your chart will help you understand what information you still need to seek out. Plan to 
gather that information using this next tool. 

Access Indigenous 
Knowledge and 
Stories 
 
Use the Online 
Resources on page 3 to 
access Indigenous 
stories and ways of 
knowing as you learn 
about your community. 

Students can explore their community using a variety 
of methods:   

•  Interviews with community service groups 

•  Surveys with household members 

•  Storytelling with Elders  

•  Interviews with experts (e.g. conservationists,  
historians) 

•  Examining local newspapers 

 
Once the information from the community is collected,  
students revisit their map to make changes and 
additions to reflect the new information.   
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Step 5:  A Bright Future  
Once the community mapping process is complete, 
students will have identified potential issues of  concern; 
areas where animals, people and the environment may be 
impacting with one another. Ask your students to consider 
what might happen if  these issues are never addressed; 
what kind of  future will the community have if  the needs 
of  everyone are not being met. How will it look in 1 
month? 1 year? 1 generation? 7 generations? Use a Sharing 
Circle in closing to debrief  learnings and share thoughts. 
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Step 6: Inspiring Action 
Now that your students have identified the interfaces between people, animals and the environment in 
their community, it is time to take action. Introduce Step 3 of  the Roots & Shoots Programme; Take 
Action.  

 

Good luck! 

  Closing Sharing Circle 
 
Use the instructions on page 9 to conduct a closing sharing circle. Incorporate these debriefing 
questions: 
•  What did you learn about the relationships between people, animals and the environment in 

this community? 
•  Do you think there are members whose needs are not being met? If so, which ones? 
•  Do you think some members’ needs are being met at the risk of the needs of others? What 

are these needs? Are they actually needs or are they wants? 
•  Which issues or concerns in our community did you find particularly interesting? 
•  What issue or concern do you feel is most important to address? Why?  

A Pond at the School 
As part of a five-year plan, grade 9 and OAC students worked to transform an enclosed 
patio and lawn space into a mini-habitat for many wildlife species. The project has had 
numerous positive effects: it has become less difficult to encourage volunteerism, more 
classes are using eco-visits as a curricular component, and students have learned 
responsibility, citizenship, and are suggesting ideas for future projects, including ways 
in which the technical shops and art department can join in. 
 
Yellow Fish Road 
As a way to inform residents that what flows into the storm sewers goes directly into 
local streams, high school students painted yellow fish beside storm sewer entrances 
and hung yellow fish-shaped information pamphlets on neighbourhood door handles.  
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Sharing Circle 

The Sharing Circle is an important practice in some cultures. It provides a structure through which Elders, families, 
friends and community members can share with and learn from one another.  

A Talking Stick is used in a Sharing Circle to help ensure everyone has the opportunity to contribute and be heard; it 
gives us the courage to speak the truth and the power to speak from the heart. Talking Sticks symbolize respect for the 
thoughts, stories and individual histories of  each member of  the circle. Create a Talking Stick for use in the circle by 
incorporating materials that are special and meaningful to you. 

For the purposes of  this guide, you can use a Sharing Circle to open the topic of  ‘community’ with young people. 
Ask each member of  the circle to contribute their ideas, stories, comments and questions in response to the question: 
What does ‘community’ mean to you? 

Then use the Sharing Circle again at the end of  your community mapping activities to understand what was learned 
during the process and where the young people want to go from there. Use the questions on page 8 during your 
closing circle. 

 

Instructions 

•  Organize the participants into a circle – whether that is standing, sitting on chairs or on the floor. Make sure 
everyone can see easily into the eyes of  everyone else and have them adjust themselves until they can. 

•  Explain the importance of  Sharing Circles to different cultures (learn more about this at the link below). Explain 
that everyone in the circle is equal and interconnected.  

•  Reinforce the safety of  the circle by explaining that what is said in the circle stays in the circle meaning members 
shouldn’t discuss the sharing with people outside of  the group. 

•  Show the Talking Stick and explain how it will be passed from person to person around the circle allowing 
everyone a chance to speak. If  someone does not wish to share, they have the right to pass the Talking Stick to the 
next person. 

•  While someone is speaking everyone else in the circle is listening attentively by looking at the speaker, by being 
silent, by thinking about what is being said, and by caring about the person who is doing the talking. 

•  Close the circle by thanking the participants and explaining that the sharing has connected all those who 
participated. Mind, body, heart and spirit have been activated by the sharing and a sense of  community reinforced. 

 

The Sharing Circle handout was adapted with permission from: Raven Speaks (2012). Classroom Support: How To 
Conduct a Sharing Circle (Elementary) available at: http://www.ravenspeaks.ca. Accessed April 21 2014.  
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Student Handout 
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Community Scorecard 

Let’s take a look at your neighbourhood community! 

Over the next couple of  days, observe the interactions in your neighbourhood between people, animals and 
the environment. Take note of  the cause-effect interactions that occur and whether or not they are helpful 
or hurtful. Record your findings in the chart below.  

Then return your scorecard by the date indicated below so we can discuss your findings. 

Please return by: ……. 
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Student Handout 

The Community Scorecard was adapted from: Council for Environmental Education (2002). Community 
Wildlife Scorecard in Project WILD Activity Guide. 
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Interviewing Tips 

Interviewing community members, historians, Elders, reporters, and local experts is an invaluable way to 
learn about a community. 

 

Use these tips when preparing for an interview:2 

1.   Do your homework.  Have a basic knowledge of  the subject before you interview them. 

2.   Have a list of questions. Be prepared with questions to ask, but also be able to ask unplanned 
questions based on the respondent’s answers. 
 

3.   Use open-ended questions. Open-ended questions are useful for encouraging full, meaningful answers 
that get at the subject’s knowledge, experiences and feelings.  These types of  questions often start with 
words like “How” or “Why” or phrases like “Tell me about...” Closed-ended questions that often 
encourage short or one-word responses should be avoided. 

 Example of  an Open-Ended Question: Tell me about the history of  this park? 

 Example of  a Closed-Ended Question: Are you aware of  the history of  this park? 

4.   Listen. A common mistake of  interviewers is to be planning the next question while the respondent is 
still answering the previous question. You will miss important information if  you are not listening 
fully. 
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Student Handout 

  Try This  
Invite an Elder from your community to speak with your class. Elders are treated with immense 
respect in communities. They are repositories of cultural teachings and history, and they are looked to 
for guidance and wisdom.   

  

Show Respect By: 

Building in lots of time for their visit. When speaking in public gatherings, Elders are often given as 
much time as they need to speak. 

Listening attentively and respectfully. It is considered rude to interrupt an Elder. 

Being prepared with a gift or recognition that shows respect for the time and effort the Elder put in to 
visit with you. 

 

2 Interviewing Tips was adapted from www.mediacollege.com. 
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Digitally Mapping Your Community 

You can easily integrate technology outcomes into these lessons by mapping your community using 
software or an app. Some suggestions would be to use a world building software that your students might 

already enjoy, like Minecraft, Kodu Game Lab and Eden. You can also use mapping software from 

Google. See below for a tutorial on using Google Maps Engine Lite  
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Google Maps Engine Lite 
A.   Create a New Map 
 
1.  Log in to you Google account. If  your students 

are too young to have/create a Google 
account, you can make a shared account for 
the class. 

2.  Go to Google Maps Engine Lite 
mapsengine.google.com/map 

3.  In the welcome pop-up, select CREATE NEW 
MAP. 

4.  Give your map a title and description. 
5.  Click SAVE to see your changes in the left-

hand panel.  
 

 
6.  Title your layers by clicking UNTITLED LAYER. You can create up to three layers, which is perfect 

for Roots & Shoots because you’ll be mapping people, animals and the environment.  

B. Adding Locations to Your Map 

 

1.  Use the search bar or browse for a location yourself  
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If  searching for a location, once Google has located it, click ADD TO MAP.  
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If  browsing for a location, click the placemark icon under the search bar and then click the map where you 
want to add the placemark. 

To delete unwanted placemarks, click on them, then click on trash icon in the lower right corner of  the 
placemark bubble. 

2.  Give the placemark a title and description by clicking the pencil icon at the bottom right of  the info 
window. Then click save.  
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Add photos by clicking the camera icon in the info window. You can add images by Google Search, URL 
(copy and paste the web address from your favourite photo service like Picasa, Flikr, Google+, etc.) or 
Video Search.  

You can add points, lines (i.e. to represent a path or route used by runners, animals, etc.) or polygons (i.e. 
to represent an area or a park, lake, neighbourhood, etc.) to illustrate your human, animal and 
environmental characteristics. 
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C. Style Your Map 

1.  You can change the shape, colour and icon of  your placemark, lines and polygons by hovering over the 
item in the left-hand panel and choosing your options. 

2.  Change how your map background looks by clicking on the Base Map arrow and choosing one of  9 
options.  

D. Share Your Map 

Click on the Green Share Button in the top right-hand corner of  your map.  

You can share by: adding email addresses (you can choose whether people can view or edit 
the map; the latter being great for collaborative maps!), by clicking the buttons for Social 
Media and by using the embed code to put it on a website.  

 

CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR DIGITAL MAP! 
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