Community Resource Mapping  Lesson Plan

Description

The objective of this curriculum is to for students to examine a grassroots approach to community development: participatory resource mapping. Students will explore Coal River Valley residents’ perspective of the local resources and assets, as well as the challenges that residents identify as barriers to building a more sustainable local economy and vibrant community.  Using the results of a series of listening projects, students will analyze the community resource mapping process, assess possible building blocks for a diverse local economy, and discuss the potential ramifications that the resource mapping could have.  The lesson plan includes readings, class discussion, and group activities.


Suggested resources

· The History and Social Geography and Land Use in the Coal River Valley themes from the Journey Up Coal River website

· Online map located at www.auroralights.org/map_project/gmaps.php (Select the Community Resource Mapping theme)

· Community resource guide located at web address to be determined

· Listening Project questions located at web address to be determined

· Overhead projector that can display images from the computer

· Google Earth, high-speed Internet required.

· All other written, aural and video materials of the Journey Up Coal River website for background and contextual information.

· Readings (listed below) should be completed prior to class.

Introduction to Community Resource Mapping

The Community Resource Mapping project is a real-time project – still unfolding in the lives of Coal River Valley residents, even as you read this.  The project began as an attempt to answer two basic questions that persist through all of the Journey Up Coal River themes: 1) If not coal, what?  and 2) if so many people share common memories of a more thriving past, a common love of the land, and a common vision of a healthier future, how can we connect the dots and work together for that healthier future?

The purpose of this community resource map is first to identify those dots.  A group of volunteers, both Coal River natives and newcomers, are interviewing local residents to take an inventory of their own skills, talents, interests, and tools, as well as their vision of a more sustainable Coal River Valley and their ideas for specific projects to support that vision.  The results of the interviews serve as a multipurpose map: to showcase the enormous wealth of talent and resources in the Valley, and to develop a real “road-map” of ways to move forward, as a community, toward the healthier future we envision.

The mapping project has already sparked on-the-ground projects.  Thanks to ideas and resources identified through listening projects, community members have built a passive solar greenhouse, two community groups are opening a crafts store and kitchen, West Virginia youth organized a summer work program supporting community projects in the Coal River Valley and across southern West Virginia, and one household installed solar hot water with the support of a community workday!

Activities

1. Divide the class into groups of three or four.  Assign each group a “resource point” on the map to read and present to the class.  Each group should explain what the local residents or projects at that point represent in terms of local strengths, weaknesses, untapped opportunities, and challenges for community sustainability.

2. Instruct the entire class to read all of the listening project results. As a class, identify all of the “visions,” both specific and general, that residents have for the Coal River Valley. Record these “vision” descriptions on a large piece of poster board or a whiteboard.  

3.  Divide the class into three groups this time.  Assign each group one “economic development” group to research: the 4-C (four-county) Economic Development Authority, which includes Raleigh County and the Coal River Valley; the West Virginia Economic Development Authority, and the Appalachian Regional Commission. Students should answer as many of these questions as possible, to present back to the class:

· What is the group’s goal for economic development?  How does this group define “economic development”?

· How would you describe this group’s process of working towards economic development?  What methods do they use?  What resources to they offer?  Whom do they seek to include in the process, and how?

· How are these goals and methods different from the community resource mapping project?  What are the benefits and drawbacks of each?

4. Pair up students, and instruct them to interview each other using the listening project questions, with their answers based on their “home” communities.  Combine pairs to form groups of four or more students, depending on class size.  Students share interview results.  As a group, decide: which ideas would you pursue collectively? What would be the first steps you would take to advance the projects?   

Discussion Questions

1. What are the most common opportunities and challenges identified by local residents?  

2. How do the opportunities and challenges in the Coal River Valley compare to those in your own community?

3. Use other Journey Up Coal River themes to broaden the context for the resource map:  

· How does the History and Social Geography theme lay the groundwork for today’s opportunities and challenges?  

· How does land use (according to the Land Use theme) shape the Coal River Valley’s strengths and opportunities – and the residents’ perceptions of their community’s strengths and opportunities? 

4. Coal and other natural resource companies also complete mapping projects to identify and analyze local natural resources. How is this mapping project different from the companies’ endeavors?  How is it similar?  Who is involved?  Who will benefit? 

 Sample industry-oriented natural resource maps:

- Coal Bed Mapping Project: http://www.wvgs.wvnet.edu/www/coal/cbmp/coalims.html
- USGS: http://www.wvgs.wvnet.edu/www/coal/cbmp/coalims.html  with links at the top for geologic and hydrologic maps
(Will also include blasting and permit maps) 

5. Read the descriptions of participatory resource mapping.  For this resource mapping project, volunteers interviewed local residents about their community, then posted the results to the website. How could you design this process to be more participatory? What would be the challenges and benefits of a more participatory process?

6.  Many community organizing projects rally large groups of impacted citizens to hold decision-makers accountable to the community’s needs.  How is the community resource mapping project an alternate approach to “traditional” politically-oriented community organizing?  How are the goals and methods different?  How could the two approaches be connected?

7.  How could project interests identified at this local level apply to regional or national policy?  Could elements of this resource map be used to influence those broader policies? How?

8. In the Coal River Valley, almost all of the towns are unincorporated – they do not collect taxes, and have no governing body aside from the county commissioners who are in the county seat.  How could local residents discuss and plan to act on their visions and specific ideas identified in these listening projects?

9. Many of the listening project participants emphasized education and investing in the younger generation.  What resources does the community already possess to educate and inspire the younger generation?

Further Activities:

The intent of this curriculum is to be flexible and act as a launch pad for discussion and critical reasoning. Below are some suggestions for future activities that can be modified by the instructor to fit overall teaching objectives.

1. Split into groups of 3 or 4.  Students choose one project idea identified on the resource map, and design a plan for moving the project forward.  With whom would you begin your conversations, and what would you ask?  What community resources would you need? What outside resources would you need?  What barriers do you foresee – and how would you overcome them?  Outline a one-year plan for advancing the project.

2. Students choose a community or region that has a relatively healthy economy.  Analyze the community:

· Who and what are the key players in the economy?  Many smaller businesses, or a few larger ones?  

· What kinds of resources does the community possess?  Which of those resources contribute to the economy?  How are those resources harnessed? 

· What kinds of employment models exist?  Self-employment?  Union?  Non-union?  Cooperatives?

· What kinds of educational opportunities does the community offer?

· What kinds of access to training and credit are available?

· Describe the political system – what governing bodies does the community have? Who can participate?  Who makes the economic decisions?

· What are the statistics: poverty rate, unemployment rate, high-school drop-out rate?

Assess: Which factors contribute to the health of the community?  Which factors detract from it?  What positive factors in this community could be incorporated in the Coal River Valley?

3. Students design a fieldtrip (or, if travel is not possible, a hypothetical fieldtrip) to the Coal River Valley.  Plan: residents you’d like to visit, projects you’d like to see, projects you could volunteer to support.  Based on the listening project write-ups, write a list of additional questions you would like to ask the residents to learn more about their skills or ideas.
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