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Abstract

This article discusses the preliminary results of a semester-long 
partnership between an undergraduate course and a local Black 
community to map culture and history of the neighborhood. Students 
of Ball State University and residents of the Whitely community in 
Muncie, Indiana, worked together in spring 2022 to collect data and 
produce maps that the community could use for its activities. Within a 
framework of immersive learning and high-impact practices, this article 
points out challenges and achievements of this collaboration, based on 
the observations of the students and community members, who are also 
coauthors of this publication. Strengths and weaknesses in the mapping 
process are identified and suggestions are made to improve the project 
and guarantee its continuity.

Keywords: community mapping, immersive learning, student–community 
relations, geography education, Muncie (Indiana)

I
n recent decades, cartographers, ge-
ographers, and GIS specialists have 
paid more attention to how maps and 
mapmaking could contribute to sup-
porting and empowering communi-

ties. Making maps for and with communities 
is a democratized form of mapping that can 
give voice to marginalized groups and enable 
them to make their own maps, especially in 
the digital age and in the light of informa-
tion flows on the worldwide web (Perkins, 
2007, p. 127). Projects and approaches 
range from database solutions provided for 
neighborhoods or specific social groups to 
community-driven participatory mapping. 
A critical issue is the degree of participation 
of the population, which should go beyond a 
mere transfer of technologies or the delivery 
of ready-to-go maps and requires a deeper 
involvement and engagement of all social 
actors who participate in the project.

In this context, this article looks deeper 
into the challenges and problems of the 
practices of mapping collaboration involv-
ing undergraduate students and residents 
of a neighborhood. How can they partner 
to produce cartographic material that can 
both contribute to the students’ personal, 
professional, and intellectual growth and 
support the needs of the community?

In the spring semester of 2022, 14 Ball 
State University undergraduate students, 
their professor, and approximately 10 
residents of the Whitely community, a 
historically Black neighborhood in Muncie, 
Indiana, worked together to produce maps 
on paper and in a digital format. The 
Whitely neighborhood wanted to document 
its rich history and tell stories about the 
past and culture of its place and people, 
for example, the history of churches, local 
businesses, street names, and segregation 
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spaces in the past, with the potential of 
using the maps as educational tools. The 
students aimed to gain hands-on experi-
ence with real-world partners to train and 
to improve their professional knowledge 
in mapmaking. The professor’s role was 
to organize the activities of the weekly 
sessions of the class held in the commu-
nity, facilitate the communication between 
students and residents, and evaluate the 
students’ overall performance, based on 
the two student learning goals defined 
by Ball State’s high-impact practices as-
sessment guide: (1) create a constructive, 
collaborative climate (i.e., the creation 
of a good work atmosphere, especially 
teamwork) and (2) apply the students’ 
field-specific knowledge—in the case of 
this class, geography, cartography, and 
mapping technologies—to “demonstrate 
comprehension and performance in novel 
situations” (S. Plesha, personal commu-
nication, April 7, 2022).

In the light of higher education outreach, 
this student- and community-centered 
course combined service, teaching, and 
research. Maps were made with and for the 
community—the students, the community 
members, and the professor of the course 
were active participants and coauthors in a 
continuous multivocal dialogue and mutual 
reflection (Wells et al., 2021). This article 
is an account of the personal experiences 
of the project written by multiple hands. It 
addresses the achievements accomplished 
and challenges faced by the participants 
during the 15 weeks of the course. Four 
students and eight community members 
agreed on voluntarily taking part in the 
writing-up of the project and are equitable 
coauthors of this article (see Miles et al., 
2022), rather than sources of information, 
subject(s), or mere “object(s)” of study, 
as is common practice in academic writ-
ing. The study uses a humanistic approach 
that focuses on “multidimensional un-
derstandings; open, empathetic methods; 
firsthand experience; and explication and 
interpretation” (Seamon & Larsen, 2020, 
p. 1) and does not require IRB approval. 
This article is unconventional or unusual 
in the sense that it includes subjective ob-
servations and elements of storytelling by 
the coauthors, who are identified by name 
in attribution of their direct quotes.

Educational Framework: Immersive 
Learning and Community Outreach

Since 2000 Ball State University, a public 
university in East Central Indiana with an 
enrollment of approximately 20,000 stu-
dents, has been investing in an educational 
experience labeled as immersive learning 
(David, 2016, p. 1), combining experiential 
learning and service-learning to provide the 
students with a unique format and theme for 
classes related to the solution of real-world 
problems in partnership with communities. 
The theoretical and methodological frame-
work of this learning experience is based on 
and inspired by Dewey’s (1938) and Kolb’s 
(1984) writings on experiential learning and 
principles of meaningful service-learning 
that stress a strong connection between 
the curriculum and service activities, stu-
dent leadership, community involvement, 
diversity, and critical reflection with suf-
ficient duration and intensity (David, 2016, 
pp. 14–27).

Ball State University provides clear guide-
lines concerning the main characteristics 
and desired learning outcomes for immer-
sive learning classes. These courses should 
be student-driven and faculty mentor–
guided interdisciplinary teamwork with 
community partners, resulting in a tan-
gible outcome or product with an impact 
on the larger community and the student 
participants (David, 2016). Student learn-
ing outcomes cover a wide range of specific 
qualities, including the demonstration of 
professionalism, the understanding of the 
needs of the community partners (cultural 
competency) and their ideas and expecta-
tions of collaboration that may diverge from 
the students’ own vision, and a commitment 
to the project. In addition, students should 
focus on the identification of problems and 
the reflection on their solution, teamwork, 
and a high-quality contribution that exceeds 
the expectation of the community partner 
and can be transferred to other contexts and 
spark other competencies (Table 1).

In recent years, Ball State University has 
been approaching immersive learning 
projects in a systematic fashion by label-
ing these classes with a specific code in the 
university course catalogue that allows easy 
identification and advertises these projects 
campuswide. Service-learning and commu-
nity-based learning classes are conceived as 
high-impact practices in education that
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give students direct experience with 
issues they are studying in the cur-
riculum and with ongoing efforts to 
analyze and solve problems in the 
community. A key element in these 
programs is the opportunity stu-
dents gain to both apply what they 
are learning in real-world settings 
and reflect in a classroom setting 
on their service experiences. These 
programs model the idea that giving 
something back to the community is 
an important college outcome, and 
that working with community part-
ners is good preparation for citizen-
ship, work, and life (Kuh, 2008, p. 
11, emphasis in original).

Literature Review

A literature review on community map-
ping as educational outreach and engage-
ment requires a brief definition of the key 
terms. Maps can be conceived as “graphic 
representations that facilitate a spatial 
understanding of things, concepts, condi-
tions, processes, or events in the human 
world” (Harley & Woodward, 1987, p. xvi). 
Moving away from the traditional concep-
tion of maps, these representations can 
be in printed form or interactive, zoom-
able online maps such as story maps or 

ArcGIS applications, with the potential of 
telling stories. Different from mapmaking 
(the production of maps), mapping entails 
any kind of cognitive engagement with 
information on space and place that could 
be used (or not) to create a map. A useful 
definition of community mapping is “local 
mapping, produced collaboratively, by local 
people and often incorporating alternative 
local knowledge” (Perkins, 2007, p. 127). 
More specifically, community mapping 
can be conceived as participatory cultural 
mapping, which “is rooted in practices of 
community engagement and collaboration, 
working to make visible and co-produce 
knowledge that is of value for community 
identity formation, reflection, decision-
making, advocacy and development” 
(Duxbury & Garrett-Petts, 2024, p. 329).

An early example of community mapping 
with the participation of residents is from 
the late 1960s and early 1970s. Geographer 
William Bunge worked together with teen-
agers of the African American neighborhood 
of Fitzgerald in Detroit to map social in-
justice and document the precarious living 
conditions of the local population (Bunge, 
1971). For what they called the Detroit 
Geographical Expedition, the participants, 
mostly young Black people who lived in the 
location, explored their own neighborhood 

Table 1. Characteristics and Learning Outcomes of  
Immersive Learning Projects

Characteristics Learning outcomes

• Engagement in active learning

• Student-driven

• Guided by faculty mentor

• Tangible outcome or product

• Interdisciplinary teamwork

• Work with community partners

• Impact on larger community

• Impact on student participants

• Professionalism, integrity, and ethics

• Cultural competency

• Interaction with persons with varying points of 
view

• Respect for diverse ideas

• Commitment to project

• Problem and solution identification

• Integration of disciplinary knowledge

• Teamwork, leadership and conflict resolution

• Successful implementation of the mission

• Project will exceed the expectation of the com-
munity

• Acquisition of extended knowledge

• Articulation of transferable skills

Note. Based on An Evaluation of Immersive Learning at Ball State University: Relations Between Immersive 
Learning and Self-Determination Factors by K. A. David, 2016 [Doctoral dissertation, Ball State University], 
pp. 2–4.
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and gathered data in the aftermath of the 
1967 Detroit Riots. They produced thought-
provoking maps on themes such as places 
where babies were bitten by rats, the lim-
ited leisure options for youths, or where 
children were run over by cars traveling 
from the more affluent White suburbs and 
passing through the Black neighborhood 
on their way to downtown Detroit (Detroit 
Geographical Expedition and Institute, 
1971). Though Bunge’s project is a good 
example of community participation that 
sparked follow-up projects (e.g., Campbell 
et al., 2020), the educational dimension 
did not involve university students, but 
endeavored to give the youths from the 
neighborhood potential access to higher 
education through taking courses at Wayne 
State University.

A more recent example of a partnership 
with a community is The Ward: Race and 
Class in Du Bois’ Seventh Ward, a collabo-
ration between professors and students at 
Penn State University and the residents 
of the traditionally Black Seventh Ward in 
Philadelphia, initiated in 2006. The project 
aimed to provide an online and open-access 
historical GIS for “a web-based interactive 
experience for high school students and 
others who might otherwise never approach 
it” (Hillier, 2011, p. 285), based on the 
maps, stories, census data, and statistics 
published in the book The Philadelphia Negro 
by writer, sociologist, and Black civil rights 
activist W. E. B. Du Bois (1899). Besides the 
online map, the website for the project (no 
longer accessible as of July 2024) included 
additional features such as lesson plans for 
teaching, oral histories by residents, sug-
gestions for walking tours, a board game, 
and the proposal for a neighborhood mural. 
Community members were invited to tell 
their own stories and get involved in the 
activities to “help teach lessons about racial 
discrimination by introducing students to 
real African Americans who struggled to 
make ends meet at the turn of the nine-
teenth century” (Hillier, 2011, p. 281).

Community mapping could be a powerful 
proposal for educational outreach (Parker, 
2006), though in U. S. higher education, 
cartography and GIScience classes are 
still predominantly content- and data-
driven rather than focused on pedagogy 
and people (Barcus & Muehlenhaus, 2010; 
Elwood & Wilson, 2017; Gilbert & Krygier, 
2007). For students, a community-centered 
course offers the opportunity to apply their 

cartographic knowledge to a real-world 
situation and directly interact with their 
“clients” since the students will have to 
make maps that the community considers 
important and useful, stimulating inter-
disciplinary collaboration and civic en-
gagement (Jung, 2018). However, though 
the goals are straightforward on paper, the 
outcomes of the class may raise more ques-
tions than answers, and the benefits may 
differ considerably from those “that were 
anticipated at the outset” (Elwood, 2009, 
p. 62).

The literature on community-based learn-
ing in geography in higher education has 
grown considerably in recent years (e.g., 
Jackson & Bryson, 2018; Robinson et al., 
2017; Sinha et al., 2017), which is a sign of 
recognition of the benefits of these projects 
for students, communities, and educators 
since “these connections deepen the edu-
cational experience and improve student 
success and retention, and build civic en-
gagement skills that benefit the university 
community and the student’s home com-
munity” (Rock, 2021, p. S235). In addition, 
universities are starting to pay more at-
tention to community-focused projects, 
encouraging faculty to redesign their 
classes for a practical, hands-on experience 
(Robinson & Hawthorne, 2018; Shannon et 
al., 2021).

Putting the Whitely Community  
on the Map

For the project with promise discussed in 
this article, the professor of the class estab-
lished contact with the Whitely community 
in Muncie, Indiana, in fall 2021, based on the 
indispensable rule that a community must 
be interested in the partnership and approve 
the project. The outline for the spring 2022 
project was presented at a Zoom meeting 
on October 26, 2021, during which the pro-
fessor explained to a group of residents the 
purpose of the project and how it could be 
beneficial for the community. The partici-
pating community members embraced the 
idea and assured their support.

One of the main reasons for selecting 
Whitely was the lack of cartographic ma-
terial on the community that could narrate 
its history and culture, in addition to the 
correction of the stereotypical, almost stig-
matic image of the neighborhood as a poor 
Black community with low education levels, 
high crime rates, and low economic power. 
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Whitely’s population is about 2,300, with 
more than 50% self-identifying as Black 
or African American, a median household 
income of $22,411 (the county’s average 
is $54,087), and a poverty rate of 44.2% 
(United States Census Bureau, n.d.). The 
neighborhood is situated on the Eastside 
of Muncie, Indiana, a typical rustbelt town 
that today is struggling with limited eco-
nomic growth, a declining population, and 
social issues such as drug use, violence, 
and even homelessness. Muncie gained 
national prominence in the 1920s under 
the pseudonym Middletown, when the 
anthropologists Robert and Helen Lynd 
conducted extensive fieldwork for a case 
study on sociology and social change in an 
“average” American town (Lynd & Lynd, 
1929, 1937). Follow-up studies were carried 
out (Caccamo, 2002; Caplow et al., 1982, 
1983), and voices about the shortcomings 
and selectivity emerged, resulting in pub-
lications that focused on the “other side” of 
Middletown, namely the African American 
community unmentioned in and omit-
ted from the Lynd studies (Dennis, 2012; 
Lassiter et al., 2004), though a significant 
migration flow of Black people to Muncie 
had initiated in the early 20th century 
(Goodall & Mitchell, 1976, p. 9).

An important initiative to include the 
African American population of the town 
on the “map” was a collaborative eth-
nographic study titled The Other Side of 
Middletown (Lassiter et al., 2004), which 
gathered university students and commu-
nity consultants to explore Muncie’s Black 
community and its history. The project re-
sulted in a book that documented and sto-
rified the daily life of people in the Whitely 
neighborhood, addressing themes such 
as civil rights, segregation, work, living, 
young people, leisure, and religious prac-
tices (for an assessment of the project see 
Campbell & Lassiter, 2010; Lassiter, 2012).

Ball State University has created a tradi-
tion of working together with the Whitely 
community. Among the recent projects are 
community-engaged and -based teacher 
preparation (Zygmunt & Cipollone, 2018) 
and the safety of the neighborhood in the 
context of criminal justice (Warren-Gordon 
et al., 2020).

Getting Started

One of the most challenging characteristics 

of community mapping projects is their 
uncertainty. Even with clear predefined 
guidelines and ideas, collaboration with 
community partners must follow an ev-
er-changing pace and script. Participants 
must be prepared for surprise moments 
and changes of direction. The first group 
meeting of the semester took place on the 
Ball State University campus on January 
11, 2022. The syllabus was introduced as 
a basic two-page outline of general in-
formation and activities to be constructed 
collaboratively during the semester. In a 
section called “What Is the Course About,” 
the professor explained the nature of the 
class (student-, project-, and communi-
ty-driven, immersive and active learn-
ing). The group was expected to meet in 
off-campus locations with schedules that 
required flexibility in accordance with the 
needs and demands of the participants. 
Four learning outcomes were defined 
for the course: Students will (1) improve 
their mapping skills (especially software 
and online tools) and how to apply these 
to specific places in need of organiza-
tion and maps, (2) learn how to collect 
data and transform them into maps, (3) 
collaborate and dialogue with different 
community actors and partners, and (4) 
plan and execute applied cartography 
projects. In addition, the professor shared 
his expectations for the class: Students 
were required to actively engage in the 
activities, whereas the professor’s role 
was to facilitate learning, stimulate par-
ticipation, encourage the students to think 
outside the box, and even dare to get out 
of their academic comfort zone to achieve 
the project’s aims. In the first meeting of 
the group, he jokingly boiled down the aim 
of the class to the following catchphrase: 
community needs maps—students make 
them. However, the semester project was 
far more complex and challenging since 
the activities went beyond mapmaking and 
required social interaction.

A group of five Whitely residents attended 
the first meeting on campus in January 
2022 to brainstorm together with the stu-
dents about what maps the community 
would like to see. Based on these initial 
conversations, the professor summarized 
the main points of the discussion in a list: 
What kind of maps? How to map? How to 
organize the students’ projects? Forms of 
evaluation? Outcomes and deliverables of 
project? (See Figure 1.)
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Though these first ideas remained slightly 
vague, the initial conversation was a start-
ing point for further reflection. The pro-
fessor decided not to provide an outline of 
the semester activities since his aim was to 
make students and community members 
step up and discuss details of their col-
laboration. In an online discussion forum 
(January 12, 2022) and a retrospective in the 
form of a final evaluation at the end of the 
semester, the student coauthors shared their 
impressions of the class. Their comments 
show their awareness of the challenges of 
community mapping, especially with regard 
to how they could convert personal stories 
into maps and how they could contribute to 
place-building in a community.

One critical point was the importance of 
gathering information about the community 
that could provide a better understanding 
of how Whitely was in the past and became 
what it is now:

When we were introduced to this 
class in the first few weeks, I had 
quite a few expectations. First, I was 
expecting to make an impact on the 
Whitely community in some way. 
Although I had no idea what type of 
project I would create, I was expect-
ing myself to make an impact with 
whatever I accomplished. Second, 
I was expecting to create relation-
ships with Whitely residents and 
other people of the community. 
Heading into the neighborhood, I 
was assuming that there would be 
community involvement to help 

us students navigate our projects. 
Finally, I had the expectation of 
the class being a learning experi-
ence for all involved. Heading into 
this project, I knew that it was 
uncharted territory and had never 
been done before. This expectation 
was positive though. I was expect-
ing the experience to be a chal-
lenging and eye-opening time in a 
professional environment. (Jackson 
Longenbaugh, Geography senior)

Besides collecting data, there was also a 
human dimension. How to get personally 
attached to the project to overcome lack of 
experience with this kind of work?

I know our class will be able to make 
any kind of map that the commu-
nity wants, but I can definitely see 
us making historical maps, more 
artistic maps that include personal 
stories from community members, 
and scientific-based maps that can 
help educate the neighborhood on 
the geographical characteristics 
that surround them so they can 
protect what is theirs. To be able to 
make these maps come to life we 
will need to submerge ourselves in 
the neighborhood and collect any 
useful data that can showcase the 
culture of Whitely. Personal stories 
will be crucial to creating a great 
final product because we are focus-
ing on people and their livelihoods. 
Getting the opportunity to tour the 

Figure 1. Brainstorming the Whitely Mapping Project

What kind of map? Outcomes and deliverables

How to map? Evaluation

Organizing our projects

Mapping

the 

Whitely Community

• Historical maps (places, businesses, personal stories...)
• User-friendly GIS maps
• Maps with "artistic flair"
• "Slide map" of the before-after type
• "Spatially visualized booklet"
• "Atlas" of neighborhood
• Giant timeline of Whitely neighborhood highlighting the most important 

events in its history

• Educational purposes (would this work as material for schools?)
• Technical question: how to share/transfer material to the community

• Data collection (people, historical sources, GIS data...) • How can the professor measure the students' performance?
• Discussion forums, weekly reports, final projects

• Timeline for projects
• Deadline" for first revision and final revision
• Date for public presentation
• Participation in Immersive Learning Showcase on Ball State campus
• Group projects versus individual projects, affinities and collaboration

• Calvary Church in Whitely as "meeting place"; other venues on-/off-campus
• Note-taking, journal of learning experience; discussion forums on Canvas
• Documentation: how to register our work? Photos, maps, interviews… 
• How to share data with class AND community? Data repository? What platform?

Note. Drawing by Jörn Seemann.
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neighborhood and speak directly 
to those who know the history will 
boost our cartographic confidence 
and put a more caring perspective 
on what we want this semester-
long project to look like. Collecting 
the data will most likely be from 
word of mouth, or in the collected 
records/history of Whitely. The only 
challenges I expect to face are a lack 
of information for certain topics or 
too much information for certain 
topics to the point we have to cut 
back on some of the information to 
be able to create a clean map prod-
uct. (Morgan Toschlog, Geography 
senior)

Students were aware that working with an 
African American community also required 
sensitivity and understanding of the people 
and their neighborhood, which are essential 
to help the community relive and remember 
the past and create a sense of belonging that 
could also be passed to younger generations:

I did not necessarily have a set of ex-
pectations for this project, more so 
hopes and goals. The reason being 
is I did not want to stick way too 
heavy on a strict set plan because 
oftentimes things do not work ac-
cording to plan in life, and you have 
to maneuver yourself around what 
life throws at you. I will say that 
before we started this project, once 
we learned what we would be doing 
I did hope to receive a close bond 
with the community, which we did. 
If I had to choose an expectation to 
have with this project, it would be to 
convey the message that the com-
munity wanted and to get closer to 
them on more than just a class as-
signment level. I wanted to develop 
my own connections with the com-
munity because I felt that was im-
portant not only just for networking 
purposes, but you never know how 
people who were once strangers can 
impact your life. Our mission is to 
let the Whitely community live on 
and educate others about Whitely’s 
great community through maps. I 
believe including testimonials from 
the people of the community would 
be a great idea as well because it’s 
one thing seeing it but it’s a different 
story when you can actually hear it 
from a person. I believe in the end 

we can achieve the goal that they 
want, the only problem is the lack of 
information that might be difficult 
to obtain. I am excited to see where 
this goes! (Ky’Lie Garland-Yates, 
Geography junior and only African 
American student in the group)

Some students initially had a rather techno-
logical vision of the project, focusing on data 
collection and GIS maps to tell the story of 
the community, but then realized that the 
crucial point was not the data, but how to 
obtain it from the community:

Going into the project I knew that 
Muncie had an extensive and rich 
history, so I was expecting to do 
historical mapping of some kind. 
I was excited to learn more about 
Whitely’s history as I hadn’t heard 
much about it before. After meet-
ing the community members and 
representatives I understood that 
we would be conducting much of 
our research through interviews. 
This was a new and exciting way of 
collecting data for maps which I had 
not previously considered. (Robert 
Dorbritz III, Geography junior)

The expectations of the participating com-
munity members were a mix of curiosity 
about mapmaking, the hope to make Whitely 
a “better livable place” (Khamari Murphy, 
resident), and to mobilize and engage more 
residents in these activities. Frank Scott Sr., 
the president of the Whitely Community 
Council and coauthor of this article, stressed 
the importance of highlighting the history 
of the neighborhood, especially its busi-
nesses and places of reference, to keep the 
memory alive and teach future generations:

I wanted to discover and uncover 
many of the Whitely businesses 
and landmarks that have faded 
away over the years. I also wanted 
to highlight many of our residents 
who were successful in various 
areas and at many levels of busi-
ness and government. I wanted to 
see this information made available 
to this next generation and genera-
tions to come. (Frank Scott Sr.)

In the second week of the semester, the 
group scheduled a field trip with community 
members to get known to the neighborhood 
by walking through its streets (Figure 2). 
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However, the low temperatures in mid-Jan-
uary, accompanied by a brisk wind, reduced 
the field experience considerably. Despite 
this challenge, students were able to gain 
an idea about Whitely:

The field trip to Whitely furthered 
my suspicion that there is a lot of 
work to be done in a small amount 
of time. I believe there are still 
countless themes of maps that 
can be made, however. I am most 
excited to hear personal stories 
from some of the elders and get 
the chance to bring that point in 
time back in the form of a map. 
(Morgan Toschlog)

The field trip provided the students with in-
sights into local community life, an experi-
ence that is not taken for granted since the 
student population at Ball State generally do 
not explore Muncie beyond campus and do 
not know much about the neighborhoods. 
By walking through the streets of Whitely, 
students had the opportunity to engage with 
“real people” and gain an idea of what com-
munity spirit is:

I enjoyed myself more than I 
thought I would. I was surprised 
about how much we covered in 
one day far as walking around the 
community and gaining knowledge. 
Being able to experience the com-
munity firsthand was amazing. It 
opened my eyes to see what was 
lost, changed, etc. My first impres-
sion was that there is a lot to be 
done in the maps. Due to hearing 
what the people of the community 
were saying and seeing in person, 
you can tell a lot of historical as-
pects are gone and/or forgotten 
about. To hear personal accounts 
such as interviews (audio/visual) 
would paint a clear image for out-
side viewers and viewers within 
the community. I am excited to see 
where this all goes. I believe this 
is a solid team and we are going to 
create something magical. I cannot 
wait until we get moving further 
along in the process, anticipation is 
killing me. (Ky’Lie Garland-Yates)

Figure 2. Participants on Field Trip Through Whitely, January 2022

Note. Photo by Robbie Mehling. Used with permission.
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Mapping It Out: Activities and Deliverables

The design of the course consisted in weekly 
meetings at the Greater Mount Calvary 
Church in the Whitely neighborhood, whose 
community room was graciously offered by 
the church’s reverend. The room served as 
a meeting place to discuss projects, chat 
with residents about Whitely’s history, and 
define the semester projects for each stu-
dent. For each session, community mem-
bers prepared hot food to be shared with the 
students. Guest speakers and spontaneous 
walk-ins engaged with the students and 
replied to their questions about the neigh-
borhood. For example, in a panel with local 
business owners, the participants initiated 
a discussion on the economic history of 
Whitely (e.g., shops and stores that existed 
in the past). The direct contact with people 
from the community aimed to “break the 
ice” and make students feel more comfort-
able about their projects, though there was 
a constant struggle about how to retrieve 
data and how to insert them in a map, or, 
in more extreme cases, what should be the 
theme of the project.

In addition to the weekly meetings, students 
had to submit ideas and updates on their 
project to an online discussion forum. Since 
the regular schedule did not allow lecture-
style classes or a deeper engagement with 
literature on community mapping, students 
had to read additional texts on cartography, 
methodologies, and race and submit short 
reflection essays on the contents and how 
these texts can help with their projects.

The students selected a wide variety of 
themes, from the history of businesses, “in-
visible” (racial) borders, street names, and 
local church history to a local census atlas of 
the neighborhood, and “Whitely-Opoly,” a 
Monopoly-style board game (Figure 3). The 
preliminary projects were presented publicly 
in mid-April in a session with community 
members who also provided feedback. The 
final products were shared at the Immersive 
Learning Showcase on campus (Seemann et 
al., 2022). A link to the maps (“additional 
Whitely neighborhood history”) was also 
included on the website of the Whitely 
Community Council.

Figure 3. “Whitely-Opoly” Game Board

Note. Source: Personal collection, Ky’Lie Garland-Yates.
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Mapping Multiple Perspectives

As a paper written by multiple hands, this 
article about a project with promise seeks 
to present the views from different par-
ticipant groups—the students, the com-
munity, and, as facilitator and listener in 
the background, the professor—who all 
had distinct or even diverging ideas about 
the class and its outcomes, especially since 
many students found themselves in an un-
familiar learning situation (student- and 
community-driven class) and setting (off-
campus location in the Whitely neighbor-
hood). Community members had the desire 
to receive maps but were not acquainted 
with the full potential of mapping, whereas 
the professor hoped that having students 
and residents in the same space would 
facilitate data collection and communica-
tion among the participants. In retrospect, 
despite the direct contact with the com-
munity members, students found access to 
information a major challenge:

During my time in this class, I feel 
like I accomplished what I was 
aiming to do. I wanted to research 
and investigate the local impact 
of churches in the neighborhood. 
Initially though, there were chal-
lenges that I faced for a few weeks. 
When the class began, I struggled to 
find legitimate information, church 
histories, or speak with knowledge-
able residents. It took me quite a 
while to find the right people to talk 
to or find any information online. 
Looking back on this experience, I 
wish I would have been more proac-
tive in looking for residents to speak 
to and visiting these churches in 
person. Many of these things were 
hard to do because of time con-
straints and, naturally, navigating 
this brand-new experience made 
these tasks even more difficult. 
(Jackson Longenbaugh)

In general, the community members were 
less map-minded than the students; that 
is, they had an idea about what informa-
tion they wanted to have mapped, but did 
not know much about the mapping process, 
from data collection to map production. For 
them, it was already an achievement to be 
remembered by the university and to be 
contemplated for the immersive learning 
project, as observed in the following com-
ment:

For me, the achievement is that 
we were able to UNIFY with great 
understanding for one another, 
both students and community (re-
specting backgrounds, culture and 
the unfamiliar due to exposure). 
In the beginning, the territory was 
unfamiliar and so were the people, 
on both sides, which posed a chal-
lenge until everyone warmed up to 
another. I’ve done all that I could 
to engage with great results and 
wouldn’t change a thing. (Evette L. 
Young, resident and one of the lead-
ing contacts)

A key issue was the collaboration between 
students and community members. Students 
did not receive specific training for commu-
nity projects, and some of them, due to their 
personalities (e.g., shy, introverted, not a 
public speaker, not used to a think-outside-
the-box class) struggled to connect with the 
Whitely residents, even when sitting next to 
them, giving the impression that “we got 
the cold shoulder in the beginning” (Mary 
Dollison, resident and one of the leading 
contacts). Establishing relationships be-
tween the students and residents was time-
consuming, and only a small group of the 
neighborhood actively participated in the 
project:

One thing I think was a notable 
achievement was the interaction 
we saw between the students and 
the residents. Apprehension soon 
turned to anticipation and apathy 
to interest. The discoveries brought 
a new level of appreciation and 
respect on both fronts. One of the 
challenges was getting residents 
and students together. Correlating 
schedules and developing a strat-
egy to move forward took a lot of 
time and left little time for actu-
ally completing the project. One 
of the things we could have done 
better was secure more residential 
involvement earlier in the process. 
(Bessie Jordan, resident and retired 
social worker)

Often collaborations terminate when the se-
mester comes to an end, so many projects 
must start from scratch for a new edition 
without building on what has already been 
produced. Frank Scott Sr., the president of 
the Whitely Community Council, considered 
the project “a success that exceeded my ex-
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pectations in several areas (Whitely board 
game, interactive searches for businesses, 
etc.).” However, at the same time, he also 
showed his concern with the continuation 
of the partnership:

Since this was only the beginning 
of what we envisioned, the next 
steps might be to see how we can 
build and continue the process. 
Researching photos of business 
owners and businesses. Bios of 
residents and possibly something 
that will capsulize the project and 
give an overview of what has been 
developed.

Frank concluded that “we don’t want to 
lose access to all the work that has been 
done. I know the student[s] left links [to 
their online maps] but we want to make 
sure that we have the ability to continue 
to add to and make any corrections that 
may be needed.” Though the outcome was 
considered “outstanding . . . and a win-win 
for both the students and the community” 
(Cornelius Dollison, resident and one of the 
leading contacts), participants longed for 
“additional tangible products to engage the 
community on behalf of our history” (Evette 
L. Young).

As for the students, the immersive learn-
ing experience, though challenging, was a 
valid form of education, though the project 
appeared as a permanent work in progress 
that would require a narrower focus due to 
the abundance of possible studies:

I think the results we collected at 
the end of our class were very useful 
for both students and community 
members, but we only scratched 
the surface of Whitely’s history 
and future. The next steps would 
be to solely focus on certain years/
periods in the Whitely community. 
While I think it is useful to see dif-
ferent projects over different topics 
from different times, to serve the 
community better, I believe taking 
this community project step by 
step will give the students a better 
foundation to build their projects. 
This approach would also give the 
community a limit on what situa-
tions and topics they can talk about, 
giving more details about one topic 
compared to many details about 
many topics. (Morgan Toschlog)

Communication between students, the 
professor, and the community and among 
students was a key issue for a successful 
project. Appreciating the limits and skills 
of each participant was also a factor:

The most common issue that we 
faced during this project was com-
municating our limitations to the 
Whitely representatives. Had we fig-
ured this out as a group beforehand, 
we may have been able to complete 
the project sooner and deliver a 
better product. This also would 
have helped the community rep-
resentatives decide better what the 
product should be. Going forward I 
think it would be wise to assess the 
capabilities of team members before 
meeting with community members. 
Additionally, I think a reliable and 
accessible form of communication 
should be set from the beginning. 
This would help to keep everyone on 
the same page and avoid confusion. 
(Robert Dorbritz III)

The first edition of this community map-
ping project taught many lessons to the 
participants and will allow them to adjust 
strategies, contents, and activities for the 
next “round.” The following issues were 
identified and were considered for the next 
editions of the class in fall 2023 and in 
spring 2025.

Physical proximity to the community is a 
crucial aspect in this work. For this reason, 
the classes took place in a location inside 
the community and were used as meeting 
time with the community. Some residents 
attended almost all sessions; others were 
invited guests or just stopped by. However, 
being in a community does not automati-
cally create understanding and collabora-
tion between community members and the 
students. Not all students felt comfortable 
talking with residents face-to-face. Some 
students were not aware of cultural diplo-
macy and unpacked the afternoon lunch 
they brought to class, even knowing that the 
community adamantly insisted on providing 
food for them, since they considered sharing 
food as an important social function. Good 
social skills were essential, and some stu-
dents showed frustration since the data was 
not simply out there. Community members 
liked talking, but not always about what 
students wanted to hear. For future editions, 
it will be necessary to prepare students 
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better to interact and communicate with 
community partners.

Working with a community means know-
ing its space. Extensive fieldwork (i.e., 
guided and unguided walking tours through 
the neighborhood) is an essential part of 
community mapping. Being in a space in 
person is a completely different experience 
from seeing images of the neighborhood on 
Google Maps.

Immersive learning classes are not lecture-
style courses, though students needed fur-
ther input and context to understand theory 
and practice of community mapping. In the 
class, there were uncertainties about forms 
of evaluation, and some students felt over-
whelmed with the coursework since they 
had to submit shorter assignments every 
week, raising the question of how to bridge 
the gap between empirical work (talking 
to people), technological training (e.g., 
making story maps), and the reading of 
additional texts on theory, methodology, 
and practices.

Student-centered classes require a stron-
ger hand from the professor. For GEOG434, 
the idea was to put the students into the 
driver’s seat and let them decide about 
their projects. However, some students felt 
insecure because nobody was telling them 
what to do. They became frustrated but did 
not ask the professor for help.

Several participants mentioned activities 
to “break the ice” and make both students 
and community members feel comfortable 
in each other’s presence. In this case, a 
simple mental map exercise to draw each 
participant’s idea of the neighborhood could 
have been a starting point (see Zardiny & 
Hakimpour, 2021).

Data storage and continuity of activities 
remain pressing issues. Though there was 
no lack of data, there was no central reposi-
tory to gather all information:

We delivered an abundance of in-
formation, research, and visual 
aid to the community. However, 
it could have been more cohesive 
and usable across the board. I think 
that the biggest step we could take 
to better our results and further the 
project would be to develop a more 
permanent website including the 
research of all group members. Not 
only would this be a much more 
usable product for Whitely, but it 
would also represent the project in 
a more cohesive manner. (Robert 
Dorbritz III)

The main challenges and difficulties of the 
project perceived by the professor, the stu-
dents, and the community members, dis-
cussed above, are summarized below (Table 
2) and will provide food for thought for the 
next edition of the class.

Table 2. Challenges and Difficulties of the Project

Students Community members Professor

• Unfamiliar learning situation

• No specific training for 
community mapping and 
student-driven projects

• Access to information (data 
collection)

• Conversion of qualitative 
information into maps

• Diverging ideas about class 
and project outcomes

• Communication skills varied 
(e.g., shy or uninterested 
students)

• Slow warm-up to interact with 
community

• Desire for maps, but not many 
ideas about their potential use 
in the community

• Lack of familiarity with mapping 
processes

• Doubts about how the project 
could continue

• Direct communication with 
students required time

• Low involvement of community 
members

• Uncertainty of planning the 
classes since the directions of 
the project changed frequently

• Time-consuming preparation

• Shortcomings of student 
evaluation strategies

• Precarious communication 
with students who did not 
always ask questions or  
share their difficulties
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What to Map Next?

Since summer 2023, the professor and the 
Whitely Community Council have been 
working on a website that will serve as a 
repository for maps, memories, and histo-
ries, using the acronym MASTS (MApping 
and STory-telling System). Launched in 
late fall 2024, MASTS of Whitely aims to 
create a community-centered, open-end-
ed, interactive online platform that allows 
Whitely community members to gather and 
share place-based histories of the neigh-
borhood, historical sources, and personal 
spatial biographies. This platform will be 
driven primarily by community input but 
will also draw on the materials produced 
in immersive learning classes at Ball State 
and archival documents available in the 
university library. As a unique placemak-
ing tool, MASTS will help consolidate the 
cultural identity of the neighborhood and 
provide reference material and educational 
resources to learn about Whitely. The pilot 
project and experiences in Whitely also aim 
to serve as a model for other neighborhoods 
in Muncie and other places to help them re-
trieve their stories.

As a project with promise, the mapping ex-
perience in Whitely is only an initial step 
in the partnership between university and 
community and aims to make a plea for 
more student- and community-centered 
immersive learning classes in higher educa-
tion. Despite the difficulties and challenges, 
the project gives hope for new, improved 
editions. Coping with technological prob-
lems and frustration with data collection, 
many students learned something that con-
ventional professional or service training 

does not provide: the human and humanistic 
aspects of community mapping, as testified 
by two of the student coauthors:

When thinking back to this expe-
rience in Whitely, I’m blown away 
by the dedication and passion the 
Whitely residents showed us stu-
dents every week. I truly appreci-
ated every relationship that was 
formed and valued the time the 
residents spent helping form our 
projects. Seeing the passion the 
residents had for their community 
and neighborhood inspired us stu-
dents to create impactful projects. 
(Jackson Longenbaugh)

I had a great time with this proj-
ect overall. I learned a lot about a 
great community and its people. 
This was a great learning experi-
ence and I gained so much out of it. 
The people of the community were 
so welcoming, and they represented 
the true definition of knowing your 
roots and never forgetting where 
you came from. I hope that I made 
half of the impact on their lives 
as they did on mine. It was truly a 
great time and I hope this isn’t the 
end of me working and communi-
cating with the Whitely community. 
(Ky’Lie Garland-Yates)

These last two observations are the most re-
warding statements at the end of the course 
and, ultimately, confirm that projects of this 
kind do enrich educational experiences by 
immersing students in their local reality.
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