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How Big is Your Backyard?

COMMUNITY BAROMETERS

OBJECTIVE

By the end of this lesson, students will have an increased awareness of environmental
problems and will begin to understand the impact of personal choices.

ACTIVITIES

• Building a Barometer                       
• Environmental Barometers
• Environmental Impact Maps

CLOSURE AND TRANSITION

Now that we have explored our sense of environmental awareness, we are going to move
on to looking at specific environmental topics such as air quality and water resources. We
will be working in our research plots while we begin to explore the ethical dimensions of
these topics.

HOMEWORK

• Global Barometer

OPENING DISCUSSION
Follow-up to Lesson Two homework: 

Post research site maps on a wall where everyone can see them. How are they similar?
How are they different? Are there any outstanding features in any of the sites?

Introduction for Lesson Three:
How can we assess the state of our community’s environment? What factors do we
need to consider when predicting the future of our local environment? What can our
local ecological community tell us about the health of the national or global ecologi-
cal community?
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BUILDING A BAROMETER

PURPOSE

The purpose of this activity is to understand how a barometer works and how it can be a
metaphor for measuring environmental issues.

PREPARATION AND MATERIALS

You will need one of the following for each group of students: 

• A glass or beaker with straight sides
• A 12-inch ruler 
• Tape 
• One foot of clear plastic tubing 
• A stick of chewing gum 
• Water 
• “Building a Barometer Procedure Sheet”

PROCEDURE

1. Split the class into groups of five to six students, and give each group the materials
above as well as a copy of the “Building a Barometer Procedure Sheet.” 

2. When students are finished building the barometers, take readings inside. Then take
them outside and watch the changes take place. 

3. Record changes between inside and outside.

4. Explain how this barometer measures weather, and then discuss how the barometer
might be a metaphor for measuring things other than weather.
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BUILDING A BAROMETER

PROCEDURE SHEET

1. Begin by standing a ruler in a glass or straight-sided beaker and holding it against
the side. 

2. Tape the ruler to the inside of the glass with the numbers facing out. Make sure
that the numbers on the ruler are visible.

3. Stand a 12-inch piece of plastic tubing against the ruler in the glass, positioning
its base a half inch from the ruler’s bottom end. Make sure that the tubing is not
touching the bottom of the glass.

4. Secure the tubing by taping it to the ruler.
5. Chew the stick of gum so that it is soft. While you’re chewing, fill the glass

roughly halfway with water. 
6. Use the plastic tubing like a straw and draw some water halfway up the tubing.

Use your tongue to trap the water in the tubing. Quickly move the gum onto the
top of the tubing to seal it.

7. Make a mark on the ruler to record where the water level is in the tubing. Each
time you notice a change in the water level, make another mark. You’ll notice,
over time, that the water level rises and falls. Pay attention to the change in
weather as the water level changes.

What’s happening?

The water in the tubing rises and falls because of air pressure exerted on the water in the
glass. As the air presses down (increased atmospheric pressure) on the water in the glass,
more water is pushed into the tubing, causing the water level to rise. When the air pres-
sure decreases on the water in the glass, some of the water will move down out of the
tubing, causing its water level to fall. The change in barometric pressure will help you to
forecast the weather. Decreasing air pressure often indicates the approach of a low-
pressure area, which often brings clouds and precipitation. Increasing air pressure often
means that a high-pressure system is approaching, bringing with it clearing or fair
weather.
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ENVIRONMENTAL BAROMETERS

PURPOSE

The purpose of this activity is to develop students’ awareness of the ethical and environ-
mental dimensions of issues and problems.

PREPARATION AND MATERIALS
You will need:

• Plenty of open space outside

Before class:
• Consider the following ideas. Many people are calling into question the ethical

ability of our culture to meet current and future environmental challenges. Many
feel that we are headed in an apathetic and ignorant direction, while others see
the moral bearing improving. How are we doing? How does our local ethical
barometer read? What examples do we have that show where we’re headed?

PROCEDURE

1. Use your physical location as an indication of how we are doing as a society. 

2. Have students spread out and spend five minutes by themselves quietly listening
to, smelling, and looking at their surroundings. 

3. Ask students to assess how we are doing in terms of the environment, using their
senses. 

4. What do they see that indicates a specific reading, either good or bad, of the
local environmental barometer? (For example, a student may see an overflowing
garbage can and note it as evidence of a falling or negative environmental barom-
eter reading. They may also see a bird’s nest in a tree and note it as evidence of a
rising—or positive—barometer reading.) 

5. As a group, given the evidence presented, agree on which direction the environ-
mental barometer is headed. Would the students agree that it is rising or falling?
Or isn’t there a definitive answer? 

6. Come back together as a large group and discuss students’ findings. Ask each per-
son to share the evidence (both positive and negative) he or she witnessed. 

7. Discuss why their evidence shows a rising or falling barometer. Does the over-
flowing garbage can really indicate a problem? Why? For whom or what is it a
problem? Does the bird’s nest really indicate a rising environmental barometer?
Why? For whom or what does it indicate a positive trend?
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© 2001 INSTITUTE FOR GLOBAL ETHICS 49

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT MAPS

PURPOSE

The purpose of this activity is to help students develop an understanding of the chain of
impacts that one action or decision can have.

PREPARATION AND MATERIALS

You will need:
• Large pieces of paper for each student
• String and scissors
• Colored markers or crayons

Before class:
• Review the “Impact Map” example in this lesson to give you a visual idea of how

these impact maps should look.

PROCEDURE

[NOTE: An example of this activity is included on the following page to clarify the pro-
cedure.]

1. Working in pairs, ask students to pick one piece of evidence from the falling
barometer lists from the previous activity. 

2. After choosing a piece of evidence, ask students to think of an action that could
take place to correct the problem. 

3. Then ask students to map what would happen if this action took place. What
would the initial effect be? Who or what would be affected? What would the ulti-
mate outcome be—not only to this specific environment, but to the larger eco-
logical community or the larger social community?

4. Try to force students to carry out the impacts as far as they can imagine. They
may find it necessary to break the impact map into sections, such as “human
impacts” and “environmental impacts.” (Suggest that they write the social impacts
in one color and the environmental impacts in another color.)

5. Once they’ve completed this map, regroup as a class and discuss the outcomes. 

How Big is Your Backyard? 3. Community Baro m e t e r s
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IMPACT MAP (EXAMPLE )

.
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GLOBAL BAROMETER

Think about the “Environmental Barometers” activity and the impact maps you did earlier
in this lesson. These activities referred to local issues. For this activity, think about the
global environmental barometer. Is it rising or falling?

In an international newspaper or on the Internet, find four reports of environmental
events and decide for each one whether it indicates a rise in the environmental baro-
meter, a fall in the barometer, or both. 

Evidence of Rising:

_____________________

_____________________ Evidence of Falling:

_____________________ _____________________

_____________________ _____________________

_____________________ _____________________

_____________________

_____________________

If you found any evidence of the barometer’s falling, it indicates that something is wrong
in the environment. Why is the issue you listed a problem? Who or what will be
impacted?

If you found any evidence of the barometer’s rising, it indicates that something good is
happening in the environment. Why is the issue you listed a good thing? Who or what
will benefit?




