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Introduction
It looks like a series of scribbles on a
small white sheet of paper. A child
points methodically to various locations
on the page, instructing an educator to
write down and circle the names of chil-
dren and educators from the child care
centre.    ÒThe circles are the houses.Ó
ÒLetÕs put Shayla here, close to Nathan
because they will get married.  I want the
teachers to live by my home.Ó (Educator
observation, Fall 2001).

This three-year old girl has drawn a map
of the city, and now, based on her own
criteria, is strategically placing her
friends and teachers on the map.  During
the past ten years,  faculty and students

in the Early Childhood Education (ECE)
program at the University College of the
Cariboo (UCC) have worked with the
educators from our campus-based  child
care centre to use observations such as
these to develop, implement, and docu-
ment educational learning experiences
for children.  Daily involvement with the
same group of three and four year old
children has allowed us to discover that
some topics - self, family, home - have
broad, universal appeal, and warrant
many and varied opportunities for self-
expression.   

A Sense of Place
We observed children making maps of
the classroom, the play yard, the campus
where their child care centre is located,
the city Ð and placing people they are
close to on these maps.  These visual rep-
resentations were often accompanied by
a narrative, which described their per-
sonal experiences of a particular place.

Young children are capable of simple
mapping skills such as these, and their
views on place and space are often
coloured by emotions and feelings
(Matthews, 1992).  Given that ÔplaceÕ
attachment is also attributed to a greater
sense of security and serves to stabilize
memories (Gieryn, 2000), faculty and
educators began to wonder if mapping
activities would provide a better under-
standing of childrenÕs developing of a
sense of place. 

As faculty and centre educators began to
plan how we might encourage the chil-
drenÕs mapping, we recognized the need
to provide a variety of experiences, ones
that would appeal to a wide variety of
individual interests and abilities
( G a r d n e r, 1993).   Our initial ideas
involved the inclusion of visual elements
including opportunities with a variety of
art media to serve as resources for the
children.  As we began our project,
another group of researchers were also
developing a local exploration of com-
munity memory mapping as a means to
understand and explain notions of com-
munity and place.(1)  This research pro-
ject asks adults to construct a Ômemory
m a p Õdetailing their attachment to a
Kamloops landmark.  ÒThese visual rep-
resentations form the ÔpretextÕfor oral
narratives, opportunities to tell the story
or stories of belonging and alienationÓ
(Yourk et al, 2002). ÒMemory mapping is
one way to augment our linguistic under-
standing of personal experience,Ó says
principal researcher Will Garrett-Petts.
ÒMoving from image to verbal allows us
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to ÔknowÕour subject differe n t l y, to
e x p l o re and validate that which cannot
be fully expressed in word sÓ (Garrett-
Petts, 2002).  These simultaneous inves-
tigations, using mapping to explore
place attachment provide opportunities
for researchers from both projects to
compare the adultsÕand childrenÕs expe-
r i e n c e s .

Over the next year, students and faculty
observed and photographed the chil-
drenÕs reflections, thoughts and repre-
sentations.  As we followed the chil-
drenÕs interests, it became apparent from
our observations that mapping activities
are an important aspect of a curriculum
for young children.  The childrenÕs visu-
al and verbal representations also
demonstrated that home and ÔselfÕare
integral components in the development
of a sense of place.

Mapping 
Based on the childrenÕs initial interest,
we wanted to provide more varied
opportunities for them to continue to rep-
resent their own ideas for mapping.  One
part of this challenge involved decon-
structing the physical environment to
allow for greater flexibility within pro-
gram areas.  Moving supplies for making
maps - markers, pencils, large sheets of
paper - into the block area literally took
the mapping activities off the page, fos-
tering cooperative socio-dramatic play to
develop from what was previously a soli-
tary exploration.  We covered small plat-
forms with brown paper, and put large
sheets of pulp paper onto the floor of the
block area. Using markers, the children
made their own road system; sometimes
this activity was provoked by an initial
skeleton of a road drawn by one of the
students.  Children would then add to the
road system on their own, sometimes
using a set of train tracks as a guide.
They now had the means to expand their
play by using small cars to drive upon
these self-designed roads.  

The maps became more meaningful, and
the play more complex once we added

photos of each of the childrenÕs homes,
and photos of other commonly used
places in the city, such as the grocery
store, toy store, bank, and familiar build-
ings on campus.  The childrenÕs familiar-
ity with many of the community build-
ings amazed us.  T h e y e a g e r l y
exclaimed, ÒThatÕs my bank!Ó or ÒThatÕs
the studentsÕclassroom!Ó Attaching the
photosto small blocks enabled the hous-
es and buildings to stand on their own,
and they now became destinations in the
socio-dramatic play of the children.
Educators and studentsoften supported
these explorations by helping the chil-
dren locate and include their house photo
in their play.

In the L u re of the Local, Lippard (1997)
describes Ôcommunity based art pro-
j e c t s Õthat involve mapping. Based on
her experiences with these projects,
which primarily involve adults and
teens, she writes that, ÒPlace history is
most often re c o rded in maps.  People
f rom oral traditions carry detailed maps
in their heads over years; the rest of us
depend on outside sources Ó (p. 75).
The memory maps drawn by the chil-
dren are similar to the Ôcommunity art

p r o j e c t s Õdescribed by Lippard.  Like
people from oral traditions, the children
seemed to have internalized maps asso-
ciated with places that were familiar:  a
walk on the campus, the drive to the gro-
cery store from their house. These inter-
nalized maps were featured in their
visual representations, and provided the
children with the impetus for a verbal
explanation.   

A distinguishing element between the
memory mapping experiences of adults
and children involves the types of land-
marks described in their narratives.
Children often used their maps to engage
in socio-dramatic play reflecting errands
or shopping.  While involvement in local
public activities (shopping, politics) does
increase attachment to oneÕs neighbour-
hood, place attachment also depends on
the geography and architecture of the
places themselves.  Residents of neigh-
bourhoods near prominent landmarks, or
with easily defined edges are more like-
ly to have stronger emotional bonds to
where they live (Gieryn,2000).  Based on
initial observations, researchers involved
with the community memory mapping
project state that many of the adultsÕ

A child holds onto a photo of his own house while ÒdrivingÓ on roadways he helped to create.
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maps and stories make references to
memories of childhood and home, and
are associated with walkingin one of the
city parks or other natural areas on the
edge of the urban landscape.  In, The
Rhetoric of Urban Space, Wilson (1995)
encourages a celebration of the Òperiph-
eralÓ spaces within the city:  ÒIt was
always the interstices of the city, the for-
gotten bits between, the corners of the
city that somehow escaped, that consti-
tuted its charm, forgotten square s ,
canals, deserted houses - private, secret
angles of the vast public spaceÓ (p. 160).
Both of these local mapping projects are
demonstrating a close connection
between identity and place.  Since young
children are in the process of building
memories that will contribute to their
sense of place, they need involvement
with the community beyond the limited
experiences of trips to shop and perform
errands. They need a greater variety of
outdoor and cultural events with local
meaning that will enrich their memories
of community and place.  

With this in mind, the educators began to
photograph the frequent walks on cam-
pus and long hikes into the adjacent nat-
ural areas.  We speculated that these pho-
tos would provide a visual memory as an
impetus for the childrenÕs reflections that
often emerge later in play or conversa-
tion.  In addition, we used photos as a
means to explore a more familiar place
where the children often play. We pho-
tographed various items (signs, trees, an
art sculpture, pine cones), labelling each
item, and sizing them to fit on a single
sheet of paper, which was later laminat-
ed. Armed with clipboards and markers,
a group of children moved throughout
the area, locating and Ôchecking offÕeach
item on the page.  The photos made it
child-friendly for young, non-readers,
who as a result, required less adult sup-
port.  It was interesting that this activity
was particularly enjoyed by a small
group of usually very rambunctious
boys, who proved themselves more
astute than we might have anticipated.
There were two very similar signs for our

campus activity centre located in this
area, each with slightly different word-
ing.  Upon locating one of these signs, the
boys immediately noted that this was not
the sign in the photo.  It became apparent
that a systematic search such as this cre-
ated new interest in a familiar place, thus
allowing the children to construct new
complexity to prior knowledge.

Representing Home
Increasingly, we observed that the pho-
tos of the childrenÕs homes were becom-
ing a focal point in their mapping expe-
riences, and represented an important
element in the development of a sense of
place.   One example that illustrates how
the children used their house photos in
play occurred when students drew a
rough approximation of the main roads

Two children use photos to search for familiarlandmarks in an outside play area.

This child has drawn many driveways to her house.
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of the city onto the paper-covered plat-
forms.  With help, a child placed the
photo of her house approximately where
she lives in the city, and proceeded to
draw a driveway to her house, parking a
little wooden car in front.  She continued
to draw more driveways, so that Òmany
friends could come to visit and have a
place to park their cars.Ó

Houses became even more a part of the
landscape as the children began to draw
their own homes directly onto the map.  

In the block area, a child sits beside
an ECE student and they each begin
to draw a house onto paper that has
been placed over a low platform.
There are already some roadways
drawn by children and adults, and
other children are playing nearby
using the trucks and cars.  Her house
has many windows; in each window,
she is drawing a face.  As she draws,
she shares information about her
drawing with the student nearby.
ÒThis is my house.  This is me.  This is
my Dad.  This is my mum with her big
tummy with a baby inside that is com-
ing out at Christmas.  This is G ( a n
e d u c a t o r ) .This is J (another child).

Her mouth is closed and she goes,
ÔMmmmm.  Mmmmm.ÕÓ She finishes
up her drawing and says to the stu-
dent, ÒLook, we are neighbours! Ó
(Student observation, Fall 2003).

This child is including many person-
al elements in her representation of
home.  In fact, her mother is expect-
ing another child.  Children also like
to include their educator as part of
their home or neighbourhood.  Her

representation of home allowed her
to express the idea that J, the other
child referred to in her description, is
a friend, enough so to be included in
her home.  Only moments earlier,
h o w e v e r, this child and J had
engaged in an argument about the use
of some supplies in the area.  Not
allowing J to speak, except through
closed lips, may provide an opportu-
nity for this child to express her feel-

An adult drawing alongside a child inspires conversation about the work in progress.

Two children stop to look at posters about home.
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ings over the incident, and perhaps
an element of momentary control
over her friend.

Family Involvement
The families of the children became very
involved in one aspect of representing
home.  The educators provided each
family with a large piece of paper in the
outline of a house.  They were asked to
create a collage to introduce and describe
their family. According to the parents,
this activity prompted some interesting
family time, as parents, and children
used photos and text to describe family
members and favourite activities.  As
these representations of home began to
return to the child care centre, excited
children shared their home with educa-
tors and other children.  Posted on the
walls at the childrenÕs eye level, these
have become ongoing sources of interac-
tion among children, educators, students
and parents.  For adults, it is common to
personalize any space, whether a large
office or a small desk, with photos of
another place - home and family.
Maintaining the photos of each childÕs
home, and the family collages through-
out the year, has certainly added a per-
sonal element for each child in the envi-

ronment where they often spend many
hours of each day.

Inserting ÔSelfÕinto the Landscape
Based on the childrenÕs interest in map-
ping, and the photos of their homes, cen-
tre educators experimented with ways to
personalize conventional maps. In one

instance, they placed a large-scale map
of our city on the wall in the block area,
and then, with the help of the children,
placed a small photo of each child and
educator on the map where their home
was located. This attractive display has
remained throughout the year, as the
children have enthusiastically shared the
location of their photo/home with par-
ents, educators, students and other chil-
dren.  The ongoing interactions have cre-
ated a sense of community where chil-
dren discover others who live in their
own neighbourhood or area of the city.

The socio-dramatic explorations of map-
ping familiar places became more per-
sonal when we added a close-up, full-
length photo of each child.  Cut around
the outline of their body, laminated, and
attached to a small wooden stand, these
cut-outs were added to the block area.
Now the children began to include ÔselfÕ
even more in their explorations:  going
for a ride in a truck, dramatizing events
from home, socializing with friends.
Some observed interactions . . .

S has some photos of the children in
the red tractor-trailer and is pushing
them around the block area.  TheDiscovering who lives near you is exciting.

After a short drive in a small wooden truck, this child is unloading a Òcut-outÓ of herself and other
c h i l d ren from the child care centre at the photo of a local business.
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educator asks, ÒWhere are you taking
all those children?Ó  S replies, ÒTo
the daycare,Ó as she pushes the trac-
tor to the photo of the daycare and
unloads the children.

ÒAre you going to pick up more chil-
dren and take them to the day care?Ó
ÒNo,Ó S replies as she puts more chil-
dren into the trailer.  ÒAre you taking
these children to the daycare?Ó  ÒNo,
somewhere else,Ó replies the child.  

ÒA re you taking them to the pet
store?Ó  S sets up some of the plastic
animals at the pet store photo and
brings the children to the pet store.
She unloads them, and goes back for
more children. 

The educator comments, ÒMaybe the
children want to go to McDonalds!Ó
S loads the children and says, ÒNo
more people allowed.Ó  She takes the
McDonaldÕs photo, places it by the
tractor and unloads the children
(Student observation, Winter 2002). 

This type of play continued for many
weeks, so it was important that we
ensured ongoing access to these cut outs.
The researchers involved in the commu-
nity memory mapping with adults
observed that,  Òsense of place and sense
of self Óare intertwined.  For many peo-
ple, place idioms offer both an anchor for
the self, a way of situating the self in the
world, and a way of disclosing the self,
giving shape to Ôwhere IÕm fromÕand
Ôwhat I care about (Yourk, et al, 2002).
These observations of the children
inserting themselves into the landscape
would indicate that, like adults, the chil-
dren are exploring the connection
between place and self.  For the very
young child, these explorations remain
dependant upon their limited experience,
which is most certainly influenced by the
adults who care for them.     

When we began this investigation, both
faculty and educators wanted to refrain
from teaching the children about home
and community.  Instead, we provided
materials and conversations that would
allow them to represent their own ideas.

We did not expect that all children would
participate with the materials or activi-
ties, and we wanted the ideas to develop
organically, through observations of the
childrenÕs interests.  Most of all, we
wanted to offer choices to the children, a
variety of ways to express themselves
and their ideas (Katz and Chard, 1992).
After one year of observations, we real-
ize that for some children, engaging in
repeated opportunities to reflect upon,
think about, and recreate memories
about places and events seems to be
important. Activities, materials and
interactions need to be available daily.
An observant educator can find new
ways to use the materials tosupport the
childrenÕs explorations.  Discussions or
activities related to home and communi-
ty should be ongoing throughout the
year.

The adult is critical to a more fully
developed sense of place.  Adults can
provide concrete experiences - a variety
of field trips including walks.  Through
conversations, adults or older peers can
provide cultural meaning and context to
learning situations, thus scaffolding chil-
dren to greater understanding. Merely
placing photos and mapping materials
into an area is not enough of a stimulus
for the children to express their own
ideas and explore new ways of thinking
about community and home.  The adult
can use the photos as resources, referring
a child to find their house photo to
expand socio-dramatic play, or use it as a
reference to enable the child to draw
his/her own house onto the map.  The
adult provokes interest by playing along-
side the children, allowing them to share
their own experiences or explore new
ways of expressing their ideas.

Conclusion
As we reflect upon our observations of
the children over the past year, there
have emerged a number of key points
related to the childÕs development of a
sense of place:

The visual stimuli we used, primarily
photos, helped to scaffold the verbal
interactions and the story telling.  They
also provided a complement to making

maps, and mapping the immediate envi-
ronment, activities in which the role of
the adult was of critical importance.  

Our observations certainly indicated that
the childÕs sense of place is affected by
the routines that might restrict the free
association of self and place.  Mapping
activities allowed children to explore
these routines further and they encour-
aged imaginative play and exploration
that grew beyond the routine.

Socio-dramatic play turned out to be a
more important aspect of self-expression
for the children than we had anticipated.
Many of our initial ideas focused on
ways to provide a variety of art media as
prompts for exploration.  By moving the
art materials to the block area, we did
attract the children who enjoyed these
types of artistic representations.  At the
same time, the children who used the
block area for socio-dramatic play, were
now involved, using the roads and hous-
es drawn by the other children, and at
times adding their own personal ele-
ments to the maps.  Changing the loca-
tion for these activities influenced the
nature of the play, and seemed to provide
a venue for all the children to participate
in some way.

It is possible that collectively, these visu-
al, verbal, and physical explorations
encouraged the children to become co-
researchers in the world of their local
experience.  They become, in effect,
artist-researchers, inquiring with both
body and mind (Sullivan, 2000).

Endnotes:

1 Representing Kamloops:  Community
Memory Mapping, is one of the projects
associated with the ÔCultural Future of
Small CitiesÕresearch program here at
UCC. 

This paper is the result of associated
work with a large research program enti-
tled ÒThe Cultural Future of Small
Cities,Ó supported by a Community-
University Research Alliances (CURA)
grant through the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council (SSHRC)
of Canada.
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