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Abstract
A question exists regarding the role of education in helping students
develop meaningful connections to place(s). This longitudinal study uses mental
mapping to assess Kansas third graders and their community-based sense of place.
The Road map for 21st century geography education encourages geography
education researchers to study how students learn geographic concepts. Previous
and ongoing efforts have focused on the first theme (Standards 1-3) of the
National Geography Standards: the World in Spatial Terms. The present study
uses community-based sense of place as a conceptual framework to understand
student knowledge of Standard Six: how culture and experience influence
people’s perceptions of places and regions. At the state level, the concept of
community represents a major theme for third grade in the Kansas standards for
history, government, and social studies. Classrooms from four demographically
distinct areas of Kansas were surveyed: Manhattan, Garden City, Horton, and
Junction City. During the study, students drew mental maps and talked about
their community – once in September 2015 and a second time in January 2016.
Mental maps were analyzed and cross-referenced with responses from student
focus groups to assess participants’ community-based sense of place and changes
from September 2015 to January 2016. Interviews with teachers helped assess
educator knowledge of the concept, as well as document differences across
classrooms in how the concept of community was incorporated into classroom
instruction. Results indicate a variability among the students in how they
expressed their understanding of community using mental maps. Findings also
reveal a wide range of local knowledge that Kansas third graders possessed about
their communities.
Keywords: Sense of Community, Mental Mapping, Elementary Education,
Student Variability, Kansas
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Introduction
Elementary students develop an awareness and appreciation of
community over time. Students’ sense of community can vary within classrooms
and among schools. This early-phase exploratory research contributes to an
understanding of a community-based sense of place by examining:
“… relationships among important constructs
in education and learning to establish logical
connections that may form the basis for
future interventions or strategies to improve
education outcomes” (Institute of Education
Statistics [IES], 2013, 9).
Community as a concept, though perhaps somewhat ambiguous, was
derived from the learning frameworks provided by the Kansas standards for
history, government, and social studies for third grade, as well as Standard Six of
the National Geography Standards (i.e., how culture and experience influence
people’s perceptions of places and regions) (Kansas State Board of Education,
2013; Heffron & Downs, 2012). The research question addressed in this study is:
how is a community-based sense of place expressed through mental maps or
sketch maps drawn by Kansas third graders?
We attempt to understand how Kansas third graders develop a
community-based sense of place over a five-month period. Seven classrooms,
across four sites, were visited once in September 2015 and a second time in
January 2016. During the one-hour sessions for both rounds, students (n=151
students in September 2015; n=148 students in January 2016; n=130 matched
students across both rounds) were tasked with drawing mental maps of their
community. Focus group conversations regarding the nature of community and
the students’ experience with the topic were conducted immediately after the map
drawing. Five of the six teachers involved in the study were interviewed for two
reasons: 1) to determine the extent to which place and community were integrated
into classroom instruction and 2) to contextualize student responses.
Students drew mental maps during both visits. These drawings were
collected and coded for qualitative and quantitative analysis. Use of mental maps
has been a topic of some debate amongst geography education researchers
(Matthews, 1992). Herein, we identify some of the benefits and procedural issues
experienced in this study. Our findings show considerable variability in the
student responses, thus making it difficult to draw generalizable conclusions
related to change in student learning over time. On the other hand, the study did
feature valuable intersections among students’ culture, experience, and sense of
place. Furthermore, we provide suggestions about how this research may be
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expanded upon in future research, through the use of in-depth ethnographic and
phenomenological methods.
Conceptual Framework
Recent efforts by geographers and colleagues have addressed how
students progress in their understanding of the “World in Spatial Terms” element
(Standards 1-3) in the National Geography Standards (Solem, Huynh, & Boehm,
2014). The current study advances this effort, focusing on Standard Six (i.e., how
culture and experience influence people’s perceptions of places and regions) of
the “Places and Regions” element in the National Geography Standards. In the
Kansas standards for history, government, and social studies, the primary themes
identified for grades K-4 resemble the Expanding Horizons model (Fore &
Biermann, 1998; Wade, 2002), which includes the sequence of: sense of self
(kindergarten), family (first grade), then and now (second grade), community
(third grade), and ending with Kansas and Regions of the United States (fourth
grade) (Kansas State Board of Education, 2013). Sense of community represents
a relevant connection between the National Geography Standards and the statespecific social studies standards.
Within the Kansas standards, community as a concept was not explicitly
defined, except for the notion of “local history.” Those words were indicated in
parentheses within a table displaying the Expanding Horizons themes for the
various grades (Kansas State Board of Education, 2013). This model has been
criticized by education researchers (Fore & Biermann, 1998; Wade, 2002) for
being too one-dimensional, ill-defined, and outdated. Yet, the model’s inherent
geographic perspective of scale has compelled some geographers to consider how
the National Geography Standards could be incorporated into its framework and
the frameworks of other learning models (Hume & Boehm, 2001; Rutherford &
Boehm, 2004). The Expanding Horizons model continues to be a foundation for
grade-level progression in the standards for states other than Kansas (Alabama
Department of Education, 2006; Arkansas Department of Education, 2014;
Massachusetts Department of Education, 2003; Mississippi State Board of
Education, 2010; Nebraska State Board of Education, 2012; New York State
Education Department, 2014; South Dakota Department of Education, 2015; Utah
State Board of Education, 2010).
In the Kansas standards, third grade students are expected to:
“… draw conclusions about a sense of place,
first in their community and then in relation
to other cities … They will analyze how
communities interact, using their community

Mental Map and a Community-Based Sense of Place 89

as a model (Kansas State Board of Education,
2013, 37).”
The words “sense of place” and the act of drawing comparisons among places
makes this theme of the Kansas standards inherently geographic. We saw this as
an opportunity to draw an important connection between the National Geography
Standards and the state standards for Kansas, thus using the term communitybased sense of place, or sense of community.
Sense of place
Sense of place, or an intimate, emotional, embodied, and intellectual
connection to a place, provides one way to explore the concept of community
because sense of place is a natural component of being human (Relph, 1976; Tuan,
1974; Lewicka, 2011). Humans endow places with meaning, turning landscapes
into loci of lessons, emotions, memories, and questions. Sense of place is
associated with place attachment, in which a particular area contains a certain
amount of significance for an individual (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; Manzo &
Devine-Wright, 2014; Altman & Low, 1992).
Sense of place has close ties with the idea of community, which tends to
oscillate along the spatial scale continuum between neighborhood and city
(Lewicka, 2010). Tuan (1974) referred to the neighborhood and community as
manageable subareas one uses to make sense of the greater human ecology of the
city. The neighborhood level has been the most studied spatial scale; studies of
cities and sense of place have been less frequent (Lewicka, 2010; see Gillespie,
2010). The term “community” also takes on the role as a descriptor of aspects of
a place (e.g., “community open spaces,” “communal facilities in a neighborhood,”
“community size”) rather than the object of study like the neighborhood or city
(i.e., Min & Lee, 2006; Lewicka, 2011). From a student’s perspective, words such
as neighborhood and community can also be challenging in terms of what they
are supposed to describe or project. According to Lewicka (2010), the meaning
of “neighborhood” does not translate well amongst cultures. As a result, the
spatial dimension(s) of community may be different for each student (and may
change over time).
Sense of place has been a topic of considerable research in higher
education (Holton, 2015a; Holton, 2015b), science education (Stevenson, 2011;
Lim & Barton, 2006), children’s geographies (Min & Lee, 2006; Lim & Barton,
2010), neuroscience (Lengen & Kistemann, 2012), environmental psychology
(Lewicka, 2010; Lewicka, 2011), and geography education (Avriel-Avni et al.,
2010; Gillespie, 2010). Sense of place establishes an interrelation among culture,
experience, spatial thinking, place perception, and the world we experience.
Culture and experience (including classroom training) combine to form a
particular “perception” of a place, environment, or region. Perception refers to
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the act of experiencing the world through the senses. Perceptions are then
evaluated from the perspectives of the cultural, historical, and spatial components
of a person’s worldview (Tuan, 1974).
Perceptions create emotional ties, attitudes, values, meanings, and
symbols, which combine to form a sense of place. Tuan (1974) referred to this as
“topophilia,” or the emotional connection between people and a place or setting.
Changes, both in human cognition and environmental transformation, affect the
impression of one’s encounter with a place. More memorable physical
components of a community contribute to the “imageability” of that place (Lynch,
1960). Under Lynch’s (1960) visual idea of “imageability,” an individual’s
perception of place can be described as a series of images that are overlapping,
interconnected, and operating on a variety of time and space scales. In a way,
Kansas third graders are compiling their own images in order to make better sense
of their neighborhood or community. It is important to develop a sense of place
to foster a geographic imagination and to attach meaning to parts of the world
(Catling, 2005; Gruenewald, 2003; Sunal & Haas, 2005); Geography Standard
Six and the Kansas community theme for third grade reflect this priority.
Methods and Site Selection
Site Selection and Process
Seven classrooms in four communities in Kansas were included in this
study (Figure 1), including one classroom in Manhattan, two in Junction City,
three in Garden City, and one in Horton. The mental map drawing sessions and
focus groups were conducted twice during the school year, the first in September,
2015 and the second in January, 2016. A total of 151 students in September and
148 students in January (130 students were common to both rounds) were asked
to draw mental maps of their community. To triangulate student responses and
mental maps, semi-structured interviews took place with five of the six teachers.
The four communities involved in the study represent distinct cultural
landscapes within Kansas. In the southwest, Garden City (pop. 26,658; U.S.
Census 2010) is a minority-majority population consisting of primarily Mexican
and Central American immigrants (48.6 percent in 2010) and Southeast Asians
(4.4 percent in 2010). Immigrants to southwest Kansas have been pulled to the
area by available jobs in the successful cattle feedlot and meatpacking industries
(Broadway, 1987; Broadway, 1990; Campa, 1990). Manhattan (pop. 52,281 in
2010) is a college town that is relatively homogenous and Caucasian (83.5 percent
in 2010), but experiences a diverse population of transient students, researchers,
and workers as a result of its proximity to Kansas State University (Gumprecht,
2003). Junction City (pop. 23,353 in 2010) is a twenty-mile drive southwest of
Manhattan and consists of a diverse and highly mobile community of military
personnel and families who work at nearby Fort Riley. Though Manhattan does
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share some of the military influence, Junction City’s title as a “military town” is
embedded in the landscape and in the demographics (Lanigan, 2008). The town
is racially and ethnically diverse with African-Americans making up 19.2 percent
of the population, Hispanic/Latino at 17.3 percent, and multi-ethnic at 9.4 percent.
Horton (pop. 1,776 in 2010) is located in the center of the Kickapoo Nation
Reservation in northeast Kansas. With the smallest population of the four study
communities, this town provides a unique setting because it is undergoing
downtown redevelopment. The plan, coined “Reinvent Horton,” has spawned
new small businesses and structural renovations to historic buildings and
sidewalks (Adler, 2015). Together, Horton, Junction City, Manhattan, and
Garden City embody the diversity of places within Kansas. Selection of these
places was intended to capture the concept of community from third grade
students living in and interacting with different cultural landscapes.

Figure 1: Map—Locations of study communities in Kansas.
Data Collection Procedures
This research applied three data collection methods: students’ mental
maps, student focus groups, and semi-structured interviews with teachers.
Methods were selected and structured based on the amount of time allotted by
school districts (one hour per class in September and again in January). During
each one-hour session, the students were asked to make a mental map of their
community in the first ten minutes. In September, they were given a definition of
a mental map and were first asked to make a mental map of the classroom. Then,
they were asked to create a second mental map addressing the following question,
“Imagine what your community looks like. Now draw a mental map of your
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community.”
In order to not bias the student responses, no definition of
community was provided prior to the mental mapping activity. The intent was that
the map drawing and subsequent conversation with the students would help reveal
their understanding of community. There was an issue of procedure between
September and January which may have had an impact on the students’ mental
map drawings. In January 2016, participants did not have a practice round like in
the previous time. Instead, they immediately began on the community mental
map after some brief introductory remarks.
After the mental mapping portion was concluded, the class was grouped
into three cohorts. Each cohort completed a 10-15-minute focus group led by the
researcher, while the remaining two groups took part in an interactive geography
activity. The goal of the focus group conversations was to have students elaborate
on what they drew, talk about their conception of community, and discuss what
they had been learning in class regarding community. Interviews with teachers
were completed either after school or during a lunch break. These semi-structured
interviews were used to triangulate what the students were drawing and describing
and to gain insight into teacher knowledge of the National Geography Standards
and the social studies standards for Kansas.
Methods of Mental Map Assessment
Mental sketch maps are a common method to assess how people view
their city or neighborhood (Gillespie, 2010; Matthews, 1984; Lynch, 1960;
Simms, 2008). Procedures have been established to assess the similarities and
differences among the maps. Mental map analysis can address a number of
aspects about a child’s perception of community, such as place knowledge, scale,
whether or not a plan view is used, as well as the frequency and character of the
landmarks and other features represented on the map. Mental mapping, as a
method, has been criticized by scholars for a number of reasons. Hart (1979)
commented on the naiveté of the idea that people have “maps” in their heads of
the places they experience. Reflecting on his research with children in a New
England town, he suggested that:
“Drawings or sketches were unacceptable not
only because of the very great variation in
motoric and graphic ability with age, but
because the pencil or pen brings a degree of
commitment to each element drawn which is
unsuited to the creative act of constructing a
map” (92).
Subsequently, Matthews (1992) identified four issues involving the use of mental
maps in child research:
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1.
2.
3.
4.

Children’s maps vary not only because of differences in spatial
competence, but also of manual graphic ability.
Mental maps are difficult to handle, score, code, and analyze.
Often, children’s maps lack conventional mapping symbolizations
and representation.
Children are more likely to filter their environment by drawing what
is “mappable,” rather than what they may actually experience.

Mental maps were selected as a method for three reasons. First, the
activity of having students make sketches was easily replicable among classrooms
in the four communities. All of the students were provided the same directions
and used the same 8.5” x 11” sheets of paper. Second, the intent of the mental
mapping activity had been to obtain a large sample of students to visualize, even
at a rudimentary level, their community-based sense of place at two points during
the school year. Third, mental mapping was an appropriate activity for the onehour time frame allotted for this research effort. This decision was made to
alleviate the concern from school district administrators to not take up too much
class time. We also operated with the assumption that mental maps should not be
viewed as an exhaustive instrument, representing a student’s complete knowledge
of community. Instead, these maps are regarded as snapshots which provide a
glimpse into a third grader’s “image of the community” (see Lynch, 1960).
We analyzed the mental maps through three methods of coding. The
first two involved designative and appraisive categories. Gillespie (2010) applied
these codes to compare and contrast neighborhood mental maps by Amish and
non-Amish children in Pennsylvania. Designative categories consist of
landmarks, social features, districts, edges, and paths. Paths are channels of
movement, such as streets, walkways, transit lines, canals, and railroads. Edges
act as boundaries between two areas, such as the edges of a city or walls in the
built landscape. Districts encapsulate regions in a populated area which is
identified by one or multiple characteristics. Nodes serve as places of activity
within a populated area, such as junctions, crossings, path intersections, and
district centers. Landmarks exhibit identifiable external features, such as
buildings, signs, stores, and mountains. Building off of Matthews (1984), the
appraisive categories incorporate more interpretive components of the landscape.
Appraisive codes include recreation, nature, function, transportation, person, and
animal. Functional features serve as components of the built environment.
Recreation exemplifies features and places of play. Natural elements represent
the natural environment, such as trees, the sun, or clouds. Transportation equates
to mode of transport, like a car or bicycle. The category of person refers peoplelike figures. Finally, the animal category is used when animals are depicted.
A third and final coding system categorized the mental maps according
to how they were cartographically presented. Through a system developed by
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Matthews (1984; 1992), each mental map was given a particular level
corresponding with the perspective it took to visualize a place. Level I represents
a ground-level view of the student’s community. Level II combines a pictorial
and an aerial representation of the community, whereas Level III depicts an aerial
or plan view of the community. Each of the three levels has two sublevels—a
higher form and a lower form. The higher subcategory exists when the student
adds labels for some or all of the map features.
Given the students’ lack of formal training in cartography, we stress the
importance of recognizing these assessment procedures as ways to categorize
similarities and differences among mental maps. They are not methods to
distinguish one map as being better than another. The presence and absence of
designative and appraisive codes indicate which elements of community are being
emphasized in the mental maps.
Results
Cartographic Assessment
We sought to address the following questions related to the community
theme of the Kansas social studies standards: 1) how do third graders represent
their community, 2) how does a third grader’s perception of community change
during the school year, and 3) how is that representation expressed through mental
maps. Overall, students varied considerably in their comprehension of
community as a concept, as well as the types of features included on their mental
maps.
Spatial scale varied greatly among students. Two Garden City
classmates, for example, represented community at opposite ends of the scale
spectrum. One student drew a mental map of the world continents (perhaps
suggesting being a member of the global community), while the other student
drew a mosaic of a football field, a McDonalds restaurant, a playground, a
Walmart, and another business. Students from different classes also drew
different depictions of community (Figure 2). A student in one Garden City class
portrayed community as their personal household, complete with a television,
couch, dining table, stove, and refrigerator, while another Garden City student
from a different class expanded the scale to include business and residential
districts (Figure 3). The business district featured Applebees, Home Depot,
Freddy’s Frozen Custard and Steakburgers, Walmart, and a car wash. These
depictions demonstrate how a community-based sense of place may differ in
terms of geographic scale. While one student may picture their community within
the boundaries of the household, another classmate may expand that horizon to
include other parts of the city or even the entire world.
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Figure 2. Top: Garden City Student I (World). Bottom: Garden City Student II
(Recreation and Business). Mental maps from January 2016.
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Figure 3. Top: Garden City Student I (Household). Bottom: Garden City
Student II (Business and Residential). Mental maps from September 2015.
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Over 4,000 designative elements were recorded on the student mental
maps. Landmarks accounted for about half of these designative categories in both
rounds of mental maps (Table 1). Paths were the second most prevalent feature,
comprising 16 percent of all the map elements identified in September and 21
percent in January. Codes for social, district, and edge categories tended to be
less prominent. Chi-square analysis (3.542, P=0.4715) suggests a statistically
significant difference between the September and January sets of maps.
Table 1
Percentages of designative map elements from 130 students in each round of
mental mapping sessions.
September 2015
January 2016
16%
21%
Paths
14%
10%
Edges
12%
12%
Districts
53%
50%
Landmarks
5%
7%
Social
2314
1739
Total Elements
Chi-square (based on 4 degrees of freedom) =3.542
P (two-tailed) =0.4715
Mental maps from those students who participated both times (n=130)
were assessed for differences between September and January. The presence of
certain designative map codes changed over time (Table 2). From September to
January, 58 percent of the maps had fewer instances of landmarks. Other changes
include: more instances of paths (44 percent), along with fewer instances or no
difference for edges, districts, houses, and social codes.
Table 2
Percentages of mental maps (n= 130) containing fewer instances, no difference,
or more instances of designative categories from the first round to the second.
Paths Edges Districts Landmarks Houses Social
Fewer
24%
36%
29%
58%
40%
22%
Instances
No
Difference
More
Instances

32%

45%

55%

10%

28%

58%

44%

19%

16%

32%

32%

20%
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Student mental maps also differed in terms of cartographic visualization
(Table 3). Level I (both Lower and Higher) and Level II-Higher maps were the
most frequent approaches that students took to illustrate their community-based
sense of place. In September 2015, Level II-Higher maps were drawn by 32
percent of the 130 students who participated in both rounds. In January 2016, that
number dropped to 29 percent. Level I-Higher maps made up 28 percent of the
maps in September 2015 and 27 percent in January 2016. Level III (both Lower
and Higher) maps was used the least in both rounds of mental mapping sessions.
From a statistical perspective, results from Chi-square analysis (10.250,
P=0.0684) indicate a significant difference between the September and January
rounds of mental map preparation.
Table 3
Percentages of mental maps categorized according to Matthews 1984 levels of
mapping ability and chi-square analysis of individual observations.
Matthews Levels
September 2015
January 2016
16%
27%
Level I-Lower: 1
28%
26%
Level I-Higher: 2
12%
11%
Level II-Lower: 3
32%
29%
Level II-Higher: 4
2%
2%
Level III-Lower: 5
9%
5%
Level III-Higher: 6
Chi-square (based on # observations; 5 degrees of freedom) =10.250
P (two-tailed) =0.0684
The majority of the 130 students in both rounds changed the way they
cartographically represented their community by using a different Matthews level
between September 2015 and January 2016 (Figure 4). For example, 40 percent
of these students drew a map in January that was one or more levels lower than
what they previously drew. Over one-third (38 percent) of the students did not
change the way they visualized community cartographically, while 22 percent
drew a higher level mental map in January. It is important to note this variability
in student choice of cartographic approach; without training in cartographic
methods, students, more often than not, are likely to change their map style.
The coding and assessment of the student maps highlight considerable
diversity and other key themes. Results indicate that students opted to draw
ground-level and ground/aerial views of community. The participants also tended
to include more landmarks and paths than social features, edges, and districts. A
majority of the students chose to add labels to their maps, as well.
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Figure 4. Percentage of students using differences in Matthews (1984) mental
map categories for their maps drawn in September 2015 and January 2016.
Assessing Sense of Community
Qualitative methods are necessary to improve understanding of how
students express a community-based sense of place. Cultural background,
experience, and sense of place play a collection of roles in how students convey
their ideas about community. The concept of “community” is not limited to the
frequencies of codes derived from student drawings. Learning about community
can take the mind from the classroom to other places. Those places may be
familiar, unfamiliar, previously unrecognized, or rediscovered. The interpretive
phase of analysis is where the appraisive categories become relevant, combined
with the ideas that students shared in the focus groups. Discussions with students
added context to the drawings, allowing for multiple forms of communicating
about their community-based sense of place. To examine the connections among
culture, experience, and place, we highlight key examples of students who
displayed place-conscious ideas through their mental maps and spoken words.
Some recent refugees and immigrant participants tended to situate
community either around the household or in their country of origin. In a Garden
City class, a Somali refugee and an immigrant from Vietnam drew the inside of
their houses as their community. A Junction City third grader from Puerto Rico
centered both of his maps on the household. Spanish labels were displayed on
both of that student’s drawings: “mi comunidad” (my community) in September
Figure 5a) and a Spanish place name “Mariposa” (butterfly) in January (Figure
5b). As the year progressed, so did the Puerto Rican student’s identification with
the people and places of his new community within the mainland United States.
While the mental maps did not differ as much, the nature of his responses and
mannerisms during the focus group interview changed. In the first round, the
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quiet student’s body language suggested that he was not yet confident enough in
speaking English; so the interviewer conversed with him in Spanish. By January
2016, the once-silent student insisted on speaking English and desired to speak
often, especially about the friends he had made. He remarked that a community
is a “home that [sic] everybody likes it there,” and later, “in a community, you
can make friends.” In four months, this student attained an alternative perception
of community; seeing the landscape through a multilinguistic lens and then
reinforcing his sense of place by adding new friends to his community.

(5a)

(5b)
Figure 5. (a) Round 1 (September) and (b) Round 2 (January) mental maps from
a Puerto Rican immigrant.
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(6a)

(6b)
Figure 6. (a) September and (b) January mental maps from a Libyan immigrant.
In Manhattan, a talkative third grader from Libya drew his homeland in
North Africa as his community (Figures 6a and 6b). During the September 2015
focus group, the student talked ardently about Libya’s climate and weather:
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Libyan Student: “…I live in the desert with
my grandma and my dogs and my cat.
The dogs stay in the barn. My cats stay
outside. They go around the place. And
sometimes they do bad stuff, I put them
in the chicken pen with the chickens out
because the chickens go crazy.”
Researcher:
“Were
you
born
in
Manhattan?”
Libyan Student: “No, I was born in the
desert.”
Researcher: “The desert?”
Libyan Student: “Yeah, with my mom.”
Researcher: “And do you know what
country?”
Libyan Student: “Yeah, it’s across the
ocean. Two planes. It takes forever and
I don’t like it.”
Researcher: “So are you from [Africa]?”
Libyan Student: “Yes.”
Researcher: “Do you know exactly which
country?”
Libyan Student: “Not really, no.”
Researcher: “You don’t know which
country?”
Libyan Student: “I think it’s called Libya.”
Researcher: “Libya! Yeah.”
At first, the Libyan student did not explicitly mention his country of
origin until the interviewer asked the question. He simply referred to his
community as “the desert,” which was a prominent label on his September 2015
map. In January, he spoke about the recent news he heard from his family about
Libya’s weather conditions. He stated,
“Since the last few days, I heard from my
mom and my grandpa that Libya’s world has
gotten bigger. Like the world is filled of sand,
like in the windows are filled of sand, so we
have special devices to clear off sand off the
windows.”
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The Libyan student’s mental maps and focus group responses suggest that he still
maintains a cultural attachment and sense of place to the country from which he
came. Group discussion led to the dialogue between the Libyan student and an
immigrant from the Philippines.
Filipino Student: “The first time I came to
America—that was probably when I
was six or seven. No. I was five when I
came to America.”
Researcher: “Where are you from?”
Filipino Student: “From the Philippines.”
Libyan Student: “When I came here, I was
like five years old. Yes − or four.”
Filipino Student: “I was like, ‘What? What
is this place?’ and I was like ‘I don’t
like it here. Can we go back?’”
Libyan Student: “When I first looked at it, I
was like ‘This place does not look
good.’ It did not look pretty.”
This exchange between two students in the same class show two children from
different parts of the world who had similar attitudes toward the same new place
– Manhattan, Kansas. Likewise, the interactions with the Puerto Rican student
indicates that perceptions of community change as the person becomes more
accustomed to new and unfamiliar surroundings.
Experience of community was another major theme that came up in the
focus group interviews and mental maps. A Manhattan child drew the Aggieville
district during the September 2015 session, complete with Cold Stone ice cream
store, a sports bar, take-out food retailers Mr. Goodcents and Subway, and a hair
salon (Figure 7). During the focus group interview, another student alluded to the
fact that this student lived near Aggieville and spent a lot of time there.
In Horton, the Reinvent Horton project was frequently depicted on the
mental maps and mentioned in the group interviews. Students asked on several
occasions if the interviewer had visited the new coffeeshop in the downtown area,
along with other places like Bordeaux’s Pizza or the new Mexican restaurant in
town. One student drew a mental map of the Horton downtown area, including
the coffeeshop and the Mexican restaurant, along with other businesses (e.g., OK
Corral, Thriftway, and Dollar General) (Figure 8). The presence of these
businesses on the mental maps suggests that the Reinvent Horton project has had
an impact on students’ experiences and their sense of community. According to
the teacher in Horton, the new changes to the downtown area have been
incorporated into classroom content. As a result of class discussion, students are
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up-to-date on the happenings within their rural town. Consequently, it seems as
though students in smaller towns like Horton may be inclined to gain a deeper
localized concept of a community-based sense of place.

Figure 7. Student’s mental map of Aggieville, Manhattan, September 2015.

Figure 8. A student mental map of downtown Horton, January 2016.
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Figure 9. Student’s mental map of military memorial, September 2015.
A Junction City student illustrated the local connection to the military
and Fort Riley by drawing one of the war memorials from the Towne Plaza next
to the downtown area (Figure 9). The memorial landmark portrays engravings of
two soldiers and the First Infantry Division symbol. Such a drawing of
community exemplifies Fort Riley’s influence to the students’ sense of place.
Military themes were frequently discussed in the focus group interviews and
incorporated in the mental maps of Junction City students.
Discussion
Community-based sense of place varies considerably among students
and over time. Within-group variability was so significant that it became unlikely
that differences over time or differences across the four study locations could be
easily recognized. This variability presents an obstacle to designing class lessons
because students will begin at different starting points in the development of their
knowledge about and connection to community.
Additional issues involve the pressure for educators to teach “tested”
subjects like math and reading, rather than social studies and geography. One
teacher remarked that her school district conducted a survey which found that
social studies was taught, on average, about 20 minutes per week (geography
being a much smaller proportion of that). Kansas is not alone on this issue. The
Center on Education Policy (CEP, 2008) has identified a decrease in time devoted
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to subjects like social studies and an increase in time dedicated to English,
language arts, and mathematics. Likewise, the Iowa Department of Education
performed a study in November 2015 and reported that Iowan elementary
educators taught social studies for an average of just two hours per week. That
amount, according to the report, accounted for just 5.7 percent of the instructional
week.
In Kansas, four of the five teachers interviewed in this study admitted to
having little knowledge about the state-level standards and no prior knowledge of
the National Geography Standards. Regarding standards at the state level, one
teacher observed:
“I don’t look at [the Kansas standards] real
close. When we have our meetings, I glance
through them, that sort of thing. So honestly
us i d of − over ear is a ve lear ed
[sic] and what I just keep teaching them and
ro i i you o so ”
This teacher later mentioned that she has relied more on “experience than relying
on the standards and hoping [she is] covering everything that’s in there.” Another
teacher remarked that she had no prior knowledge about the community theme for
third grade. She noted that “the standards are so vague… there’s seriously like
six and they’re the same for third and fourth grade.” Later in the interview, she
admitted, “honestly, at the beginning of the year I looked at what they were and
… that was it.” Based on conversations with the five teachers, it became clear
that the impact of state and national standards has been inconsistent. This
discrepancy, in turn, shapes how educators teach subjects in social studies and
geography. It also affects student learning about community and sense of place.
Mental maps provided an efficient way to establish a research connection
with Kansas school districts; the activity helped us gain an impression of how
Kansas third graders perceived their community-based sense of place. Map
sketching and focus group interviews worked well within the teachers’ schedules
and the expectations of the school district administrators. Sketch map analysis
identified some major themes used by Kansas third graders as they visualized their
community-based sense of place. Focus group interviews helped identify the
students’ abilities to explain the concept of community at different scales, to
identify important landmarks and paths, and to tap into their culture and
experience to recognize meaningful aspects of their community.
We present three suggestions for additional research on assessing the
sense of community among third grade students. First, additional visits (greater
than two) and in-depth conversations with the students, their guardians, and
teachers could be done during the entirety of the school year. This adjustment
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might help address the question of how students may progress in their
understanding of community over time. Clearly, paying attention to the format of
each session would be helpful in assessing change that is not linked to procedural
differences. Second, we encourage teachers to personally conduct mental
mapping sessions and focus groups on a more frequent basis throughout the
school year. The educators’ participation could provide a wealth of information
that may not be obtainable solely by an outside researcher making class visits.
Finally, one class could be singled out as an ethnographic and phenomenological
case study to interpret how the students’ daily lives, educational domains, and
behaviors influence how they develop a community-based sense of place (Seamon
& Gill, 2016; see Hart, 1979).
Conclusion
Kansas third graders depicted their community-based sense of place in
an assortment of ways. Mental maps showed tremendous variability in how the
students represented community cartographically and pictorially. This diversity
occurred longitudinally and among participants. Student focus groups and teacher
interviews gave context to how culture and experience were situated within
classroom learning.
The National Geography Standards contain a list of suggestions for what
students might learn in fourth, eighth, and twelfth grade (Heffron & Downs,
2012). Waypoints for K-3 and the “messy middles” (grades 5-7) are not given.
As a result, elementary teachers, if motivated to use the National Geography
Standards, would have a difficult time structuring their curriculums according to
Geography Standard Six. At the state level, Kansas third grade educators are often
left to figure out how to teach the complex nature of community. They are also
confronted with the question of how it relates to subject matter in other grade
levels.
This exploratory study highlighted the broad range of knowledge that
elementary students have of their local communities. The mental maps and focus
groups featured an abundance of possibilities for what a community-based sense
of place could mean for a third grader. Place-conscious instruction could help
students recognize that this awareness is a major component in building a stronger
sense of community (Gruenewald, 2003). Scholars in geography education have
an opportunity to leverage this information to promote additional research that
can reveal more about student learning and a community-based sense of place.
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