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Mental Mapping: 
Today My Home, Tomorrow the World! 

Andy Milson 

E 
ve:ry person's mind is filled 
with mental maps. We use 
these maps to guide us 
from place to place

whether it is our own kitchen, the 
local playground or swimming pool, 
the comer grocery store or nearest 
mall. Our mental maps include more 
than just how to get somewhere; they 
contain such information as how a 
place smells (sweet or pungent 
kitchen aromas), what we can do 
there (swing or swim), and what we 
can buy at different locations. 

The National Geography Standards 
describe a mental map as "an individu
al's internalized representation of 
some aspect or aspects of, Earth's sur
face. It represents what the person 
knows about the locations 
and characteristics of 
places at a variety of scales 
(local to global), from the 
layout of the student's bed
room to the distribution of 
oceans and continents on 
the surface of the Earth."1 

The Guidelines for Geo
graphic Education outline 
five basic themes of geogra
phy: location, place, rela
tionships within places, 
movement, and regions 
(see Table 1).2 The follow
ing activity suggests how 
teachers can combine men
tal mapping with the five 
themes of geography to 
help students develop a 
deeper understanding of 
their world. 

Location 
The theme oflocation involves where 
a place is to be found, both absolutely 
and relatively. Begin by asking stu
dents to draw a map of their home. 
Tell them to "raze the roof' (and 
maybe some ceilings) in order to look 
down on one floor only. They should 
label the rooms and t:ry to draw them 
as accurately as possible. It's also 
important to indicate how the rooms 
connect with each other. As a last 
step, have students add their home 

, address to the map. 
Next ask students: "Is everything 

that you know about your home 
shown on this map?" Obviously, the 
answer will be no. The maps they have 
drawn likely contain information 
about the location of rooms and 
objects only. Point out that the maps 

on the classroom walls also consist 
primarily of information about loca
tion. Then tell your students that geog
raphy allows us to learn much more 
about the world than what we can 
place on a map. 

Place 
The theme of place describes the dis
tinctive physical and human character
istics that give meaning to a place. 
First, ask students to add more of the 
physical characteristics of their homes 
to their maps. Examples might include 
describing the floor (is it wood, tile, or 
carpeted?), drawing any stairs that 
may exist, and even labeling ibodies of 
wateri (the bathtub, the kitchen sink, 
etc.). Ask them to think about the tem
perature inside their home in different 
seasons. Are some rooms warmer or 
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cooler than others during the same 
season? Students might also add pets 
and houseplants to their map6since 
geography involves the study of vege
tation and animal life as well as land
forms, soils, and climate. 

Second, ask students to think about 
the human characteristics of their 
home. They might consider what geog
raphers call "settlement patterns." 
How many people live in their home? 
Do the parents have the largest bed
room? How is their own bedroom dif
ferent from others? Do they have a 
favorite place to play or do home
work? Where do other family mem
bers spend the most time? Students 
might also consider the political orga
nization in their home. Who is in 
charge? Are children in charge of any
thing? Explain that geography allows 
us to study these and other aspects of 
human culture in different places. 

Relationships Within Places 
This geographic theme describes how 
people adapt to and modify their envi
ronment. First, ask students to think 
about ways their family may have 
changed their home (by adding a 
room, sectioning off space with a cur
tain, or constructing bookshelves). 
Then ask students to think about all 
the machines in their homes. Exam
ples may include a TV, phone, comput
er, washing machine and dryer, 
dishwasher, refrigerator, microwave, 
and so on. Ask students to consider 
how these inventions change our envi
ronment and our way of living. Which 
machines save us time? Which may 
cause us to spend more time at an 
activity than people did in the past? 
Explain that in geography we study 
how people adapt to their environ
ment, and how this reflects both tech
nological developments and economic 
circumstances. 
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Movement 
Geography involves the movement of 
people, products, information, and 
ideas around the globe. First, have stu
dents describe how they move 
through their home on a typical day 
(they might wake up in the bedroom, 
go to the kitchen for breakfast, then 
return to the bedroom to get dressed). 
Ask students to explain why they 
move from one room to another in 
their home. What purposes do the dif
ferent rooms serve? Tell them that by 
studying geography we learn how and 
why people move around the globe. 

Second, ask students to think about 
the products, information, and ideas 
that come into their home. The clothes 
they are wearing could have been 
manufactured in many different loca
tions. The food in their lunch is also 
likely to have come from a number of 
places. Information and ideas enter 
the home through books, newspapers, 
the mailbox, the television, the radio, 
and perhaps a computer. The people 
in the home also exchange informa
tion and ideas. Explain that the study 
of geography enables us to understand 
how things move around the globe 
and how interdependent we are with , 
people in other places. 

Regions 
A region is an area that has some uni
fying characteristic. Regions may be 
defined by physical, cultural, political, 
or economic characteristics. They 
may vary in size from neighborhoods 
to hemispheres. Ask students how 
they might be able to divide their 
home into regions. For example, each 
room is a physical region separated 
from other rooms by some real or 
imagined barrier. Each bedroom is a 
political region in being the space des
ignated for a particular family member 
or members. Rooms may even be 
grouped together into a region where 

guests are welcome (the living room 
and dining room) and a private region 
(the bedrooms and perhaps the 
kitchen). In addition, ask students to 
consider how their home is a part of 
larger regions. It might be part of an 
apartment complex or a neighbor
hood, the neighborhood is part of a 
town, and so on. 

Conclusion 
This activity may be concluded by ask
ing students to draw a mental map of 
the world. Students should try to out
line the shape and size of the conti
nents and place them in their 
approximate locations. Explain to 
them that, as they study geography, 
their mental maps of the world will 
become more detailed and complex. 
These new mental maps will include 
information that reflects the five 
themes of geography. Students should 
realize that studying geography will 
enable them to begin to explain the 
world just as they can now explain 
their own home. •:• 
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