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BUILDING COMMUNITY

OBJECTIVE

By the end of this lesson students will have identified the various communities of which
they are a part, and will have defined the relationships between social communities and
ecological communities. They will have outlined the ethical values they have in common
with their classmates, and begun to consider how these values relate to both kinds of
communities.

ACTIVITIES

• Social Community: A Work in Progress 
• Environmental Walkabout 
• I’m a Member of a Community: Shared Values

CLOSURE AND TRANSITION

In this lesson, we looked at the various communities of which we are a part and discov-
ered the shared values of our classroom community. In the next lesson, we will look more
closely at our community through an environmental lens.

HOMEWORK

• Journal Entry: Responding to John Gardner
• Journal Entry: So We Have a List, So What?

OPENING DISCUSSION

What is a community? What are its features? How many different kinds of communities
can you think of? How many different communities do you belong to? What does it mean
to be a member of a community? The dictionary presents a number of different defini-
tions of community. Here are some of the most common definitions:

a: a unified body of individuals
b: the people with common interests living in a particular area; broadly: the area

itself (ex. the problems of a large community)
c: an interacting population of various kinds of individuals (as species) in a common

location 

7
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d: a group of people with a common characteristic or interest living together within
a larger society (ex. a community of retired persons)

e: a body of persons or nations having a common history or common social, eco-
nomic, and political interests (ex. the international community) 

—Webster’s Dictionary (Meriam-Webster, 2000)

How are these definitions similar? How are they different? 

John Gardner was the founder of an organization called Common Cause. He said this
about community:

Where community exists, it confers upon its members identity, a sense of belong-
ing, a measure of security. In return, the individual gives something back—at the
very least, allegiance and some measure of commitment to the society. . . . That’s
the deal. You are free within a framework of obligations—to your family, to loved
ones, to community. . . .

LE S S O N AS S E S S M E N T: RE V I S I O N S F O R NE X T TI M E___________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________
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SOCIAL COMMUNITY : A WORK

IN PROGRESS

PURPOSE

The purpose of this activity is to improve students’ awareness of the social and cultural
dimensions of their communities.

PREPARATION AND MATERIALS

You will need:
• A copy of the “Community: A Work in Progress” worksheet for every student

PROCEDURE

1. Provide each student with a copy of “Community: A Work in Progress” work-
sheet.

2. Answer any questions the students have.

3. After each student has filled out the worksheet, break the class into groups of two
or three students and ask them to compare their communities.

TRANSITION

Now that we have begun to explore the social community in which we live, we are going
to look at the environmental community around us. How are these communities alike?
How are they different? How do they affect each other?
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COMMUNITY : A WORK

IN PROGRESS

How would you describe your community? Is it a neighborhood? The whole city or
town? The block where you live? Your school? Let’s imagine an ideal community that
includes the kinds of attributes and positive features we all would want to enjoy wherever
we might live, work, or go to school. In our ideal community, people respect and appre-
ciate one another, care what happens in the community, and keep in touch with others. 

Specify your community here: 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

In what ways is your community like your ideal? (Circle the response that applies after
each question below and give an example that supports your answer.)

Do people respect and appreciate other cultures, religions, and age groups?
Yes, almost always Sometimes No, not much
Example: 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Do people share the same basic values?
Yes, almost always Sometimes No, not much
Example: 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Do people care about what happens in the community and work together to fix any
problems that arise?

Yes, almost always Sometimes No, not much
Example: 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________
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Do people keep informed about what’s happening and talk to one another regularly?
Yes, almost always Sometimes No, not much
Example: 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Do people in your community volunteer to help out when needed?
Yes, almost always Sometimes No, not much
Example: 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Do people get together, on occasion, to celebrate that they are, in fact, a community?
Yes, regularly Sometimes No, not ever
Example: 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Do people care about young people and the future?
Yes, most do Some do No, not much
Example: 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

If you were to describe your community to an outsider in two or three sentences, what
would you say? 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________
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JOURNAL ENTRY : RESPONDING

TO JOHN GARDNER

Ask students to copy down, in their journals, the John Gardner quote from the opening
of this lesson (also repeated below):

Where community exists, it confers upon its members identity, a sense of belonging, a
measure of security. In return, the individual gives something back—at the very least,
allegiance and some measure of commitment to the society. . . . That’s the deal. You
are free within a framework of obligations—to your family, to loved ones, to
community. . . .

Then ask them to address the following statements in their journals.

Imagine that Mr. Gardner is talking about an ecological community of plants and ani-
mals, and that plants and animals are the “individuals.” Describe their “framework of
obligations.”
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ENVIRONMENTAL WALKABOUT

PURPOSE

The purpose of this activity is to improve students’ awareness of the natural and ecological
dimensions of their community and to identify related assets and liabilities.

PREPARATION AND MATERIALS

You will need:

• An enlarged map of the local community that can be divided into sections (a topo-
graphical or road map will work, and these are often available at your town office.)

• Copies of the “Key Community Features” worksheet for each student

• Individual student journals

Before class:

• Plan your groups for this off-campus activity.

PROCEDURE

1. Tell students that today they will begin exploring the ecological and natural com-
munities that exist locally by walking around an assigned section of the town. (If
your walkabout encompasses only the school grounds, adapt this activity to fit
those parameters.) Students will be walking around their section of the map and
taking notes in their journals about what they see.

2. Distribute sections of the town map, giving one section to each group of two to
four students. 

3. After students spend some time walking around their assigned sections and taking
notes in their journals about what they see, ask each small group to make a draw-
ing of their section, including such things as buildings, parks, waterways, dumps,
railroad tracks, businesses, hangouts, etc. (Note: While these things may not be
natural or ecological themselves, they contribute to the overall environment and
may have an impact on the ecological and natural dimensions.)

4. In small-group discussion, ask students to talk about what they discovered and
what environmental problems, if any, they observed. Ask them to think about
how much of what they mapped is natural and how much is human-made.
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5. Then ask the small groups to present an overview of their section of the commu-
nity to the class as a whole.

TIP: A physical picture of the community is just a start. Students will learn more
about the specific things that determine ecological communities, such as habitat
availability, food resources, species diversity, etc., as they complete this curricu-
lum. To begin, however, it is important to make the distinction between ecological
communities and social communities, and to help students begin to think about
how they are connected.

6. Have the same small groups reconvene to talk about and complete the “Key
Community Features” worksheet.

7. When each group is finished, reconvene as a whole class. On flip-chart paper,
write down the assets and liabilities that students noted. Ask them to see how
many of the items listed were both assets and liabilities? What does this tell us? 

8. Ask students to think about the items they highlighted in green and yellow on
the worksheet. For the most part, were the assets a part of the social community
or the environmental community? How about the liabilities? What does this 
tell us?

How Big is Your Backyard? 1. Building Community
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EX A M P L E: SH O P & SA V E GR O C E R Y ST O R E I S A N ASSET / LIABILITY
B E C A U S E I T’S A P L A C E T O B U Y F O O D T H A T I S I N E X P E N S I V E E A S Y T O G E T T O B U T I T

A L S O I S U G L Y A N D T A K E S U P A L O T O F S P A C E W I T H I T S P A R K I N G L O T.  _____     

1. ________________________________________I S A N ASSET / LIABILITY
B E C A U S E _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
2 . _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _I S A N ASSET / LIABILITY
B E C A U S E _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
3 . _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _I S A N ASSET / LIABILITY
B E C A U S E _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
4 . _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _I S A N ASSET / LIABILITY
B E C A U S E _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
5 . _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _I S A N ASSET / LIABILITY
B E C A U S E _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

KEY COMMUNITY FEATURES

DEFINITIONS: A s s e t : advantage, re s o u rce               
L i a b i l i t y : one that acts as a disadvantage; drawback

DIRECTIONS: Pick five items from your walkabout map that stand out to you and list
them next to the numbers below. Then circle whether each item is an asset or a liability, or
both. Explain your choices.

Now go back and highlight (using a marker, crayons, or colored pencils) in GREEN the
things that are assets or liabilities to the ecological c o m m u n i t y, and highlight in YELLOW
the things that are assets or liabilities to the social c o m m u n i t y. 





I’M A MEMBER OF A

COMMUNITY : SHARED VALUES

PURPOSE

The purpose of this activity is to demonstrate how we are all members of a common
community and to provide practical experience in negotiating a set of values that reflects
a group’s common ethical ground.

PREPARATION AND MATERIALS

You will need:
• Large pieces of paper and heavy-duty markers
• Dictionaries for students to refer to during their discussions

Before class:
• This activity is fun to do outside if weather permits. Find a comfortable setting

where students can enjoy the outdoors without getting too distracted.

PROCEDURE

Brainstorming Session

1. Set the stage: “Imagine that our school needs a code of ethics—a handful of prin-
ciples to live by—that can be engraved over the main door so that everyone
knows what we stand for. It needs to be a code that our entire class can agree to.
Our task is to define that code.”

2. Brainstorm: In an open brainstorming session, ask students to call out as many val-
ues as they can. Students who are new to understanding ethical values may need
prompts to stimulate their line of thinking. Some useful approaches might be:
“Think of someone you admire. What qualities do you admire about them?” or
“Name important heroes in history (Martin Luther King Jr., Mahatma Gandhi,
Rachel Carson, etc.). What values did they have?” Agree to use positive noun or
noun-phrase statements. List, or have a scribe from the group list, every word or
short phrase on the large pieces of paper. Be sure to write clearly so that later
everyone can refer to this list. Try to get several dozen words on the list before
going on to the next step. (The process may take some time to get rolling but
most groups can come up with at least sixty words, and many come up with
eighty to one hundred.) Move along at a quick pace and do not allow any discus-
sion or judgments about the words at this time. 
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Narrow Down the List: This step of narrowing down the list works best when it is per-
formed in a series of smaller steps. This way seems to work best: 

1. Suggest some parameters: 

• A word such as ethics does not belong in the list because it is an overarching
term—what the activity is really about. 

• Some words are nearly synonymous, and since the number of words to be
included in the final list is limited, it is a good idea to narrow down the syn-
onyms to one word and also to make sure that no word on the list is actually
derivative of another word. If some students, for example, choose “honesty,”
others “truth,” and others “integrity,” can they come to an agreement on the one
word that most accurately represents what they mean to convey? Which word
will be best, given the group’s overall purpose.

• Tell students to make sure that each word selected is indeed an ethical value.
For example, during the brainstorming session, someone might suggest “creativ-
ity”or “humor.” But if either of these words is included in the final list, then
what the group is saying is that if a person lacks creativity or humor, then he or
she is an immoral person. Use this sentence as a test: “If Pat isn’t _______
(insert value here), he or she is not ethical.”

2. Individual process: Put the lists where everyone can see them and ask each stu-
dent to pick his or her top five to six values from the list. Allow five to ten min-
utes for this step.

3. Small-group process: Next, have students form groups of four to five and select a
recorder for each group. The task is to take their individual lists and combine
them into one list of five to six values. In this setting, students will question one
another and work to negotiate a list that has no more than five to six values on it,
and includes only those values on which all members of the group can agree.

Narrative Consensus with the Whole Group: Finally with the whole group, repeat the
previous exercise (step three) by working to combine the lists of each of the small groups
into one final list. Encourage discussion and debate. By now, the students should be very
involved in the topic and have a fair amount to say. Remember to point out that words—
by their very nature—are inexact and often vary in their meanings. Students are not try-
ing to create the world’s best code of ethics. They are experiencing a process of discovery
with the objective of seeking out commonalities.

Compare and Contrast: Share the list of eight values developed by Rushworth Kidder
and published in his book Shared Values for a Troubled World: Conversations with Men and Women
of Conscience.

How Big is Your Backyard? 1.Building Community



For this book, Dr. Kidder asked twenty-four highly regarded individuals from sixteen
countries the question: “If you could create a code of ethics for the 21st century, what
would be on it?” Ask: How is Dr. Kidder’s list similar to our list? How is it different?
Why? Also read the values lists created by other schools.

Shared Values for a Troubled World 
Josey-Bass Publishers, 1994

Love
Truthfulness

Fairness
Freedom

Unity
Tolerance

Responsibility
Respect for Life

Camden Hills Regional High School 
Camden, Maine, U.S.A. 

September 2000
Respect

Responsibility
Integrity
Honesty
Loyalty

Universidad Francisco Marroquín 
Guatemala City, Guatemala 

October 2000
Honestidad (Honesty)

Responsabilidad (Responsibility)
Lealtad (Loyalty)

Humildad (Humility)
Justicia (Justice)

Respecto (Respect)
Sabiduría (Wisdom)
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JOURNAL ENTRY : SO WE HAVE

A LIST , SO WHAT ?

In class, we followed a process of thinking and collaboration that led us to agree that
there are some ethical values we all can accept. But now that we have this list, how can
we use it in our everyday world? And how does it relate to the communities of which we
are a part?

1. Write the list of values agreed on in class.

2. For each word on the list, write down examples of what it means to be that value in
your school setting. For example, if “trustworthy”is one of the words on your list, you
might write:

Value:    Trustworthy                                                                                                
Means:   always keeps his/her promises                                                                

  can keep a secret if told something in confidence                             

Value: ______________________________________________________________

Means: _____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

Value: ______________________________________________________________

Means: _____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________



Value: ______________________________________________________________

Means: _____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

Value: ______________________________________________________________

Means: _____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

Value: ______________________________________________________________

Means: _____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

Value: ______________________________________________________________

Means: _____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

Value: ______________________________________________________________

Means: _____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

Value: ______________________________________________________________

Means: _____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________
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