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Lesson Plan: Mysterious Island Map-Makers
Subject: Geography, Art

Grade Level: 3rd-5th Grade (Ages 8-10)

Time Allotment: 90 minutes

Materials Needed
Several colors of play-dough or modeling clay
A large piece of paper or cardstock (for the final map)
Pencil and colored pencils or markers
Dental floss or a thin string/wire for slicing the clay
A paper plate or piece of cardboard to build the island on
Optional: A real compass to explore with
Optional: Printed examples of creative compass roses and simple topographic maps

Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, the student will be able to:

Identify and label the cardinal (N, S, E, W) and intermediate (NE, NW, SE, SW) directions on a
compass rose.
Explain that a topographic map shows the shape and elevation of land.
Interpret contour lines to identify steep slopes (lines close together) and gentle slopes (lines far
apart).
Create a 2D topographic map from a 3D model.
Apply these concepts creatively by designing a unique map of a fictional island.

Lesson Procedure

Part 1: The Mission & The Compass Rose (20 minutes)

The Hook (Introduction): Present the mission! "Greetings, Agent. We’ve just discovered a new,1.
uncharted island, but we have no maps. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to
become a master cartographer (a map-maker) and create the very first official map of this
mysterious land. To succeed, you must first master a critical tool: the compass rose."
Compass Rose Instruction:2.

Discuss the four cardinal directions: North, South, East, and West. Use your learning space
to point them out (e.g., "That window faces North").
Introduce the intermediate directions that lie in between: Northeast, Southeast, Southwest,
and Northwest.
Show some examples of cool, artistic compass roses from old or fantasy maps. Explain that
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every map needs one to show how it's oriented.
Activity - Design Your Own Compass Rose: On a small corner of the large map paper, have3.
the student design their own unique compass rose. It can be themed to match their future
island—maybe with dragons, sea monsters, or special symbols instead of simple arrows. They
must label all 8 directions correctly.

Part 2: From 3D Island to 2D Map (40 minutes)

Introduction to Topography: Ask, "Are islands usually flat? No! They have mountains, hills, and1.
valleys. How can we show that on a flat piece of paper?" Introduce the idea of a topographic map
and contour lines, which connect points of equal elevation.
The Hand-y Model: Have the student make a fist. Tell them it's a mountain range. Use a marker2.
to draw a line around the base of their knuckles. That's the first contour line. Draw another line
connecting the peaks of their main knuckles. This is a higher elevation line. Show how looking
down from above, you'd see circles. This is how contour lines work.
Activity - Build Your Island:3.

On the paper plate, the student will use play-dough to build their own island. Encourage
them to be creative! It must have at least one tall mountain, one gentle hill, and a flat beach
area. Using different colors for different elevations can be helpful (e.g., green for lowlands,
brown for hills, white for a snowy peak).

Activity - Discovering the Contours:4.
This is the magic step! Take the dental floss and hold it taut. Carefully slice horizontally
through the play-dough island near the base.
Remove the top part of the island and set it aside. Place the base slice on the large map
paper and carefully trace its outline. This is your first contour line!
Place the top of the island back on the base. Make another horizontal slice a little higher up.
Again, take the new, smaller top piece, place it inside the first tracing on your paper, and
trace its outline.
Repeat this process until you have sliced and traced your way to the top of the highest
peak. The student will have a series of nested shapes on their paper—their very own
contour map!

Part 3: Finalizing the Explorer's Map (30 minutes)

Interpreting the Map: Look at the traced lines together. Ask questions: "Where are the lines1.
closest together? That must be the steep mountain! Where are they farthest apart? That's the
gentle hill."
Creative Cartography: Now the student becomes the artist. They can:2.

Go over the pencil tracings with a brown marker.
Color the different elevations (green for low, yellow for medium, brown for high).
Add a river (a blue line that flows from high elevation to low elevation, crossing contour
lines).
Name their island, its mountains ("Mount Doom"), its bays ("Dragon's Tooth Bay"), and other
features.
Add a map key to explain any symbols they used (e.g., a drawing of a tree next to the word
"Forest").
Ensure their custom compass rose is clearly visible.

Closure & Assessment

For the final step, conduct an "Explorer's Debriefing." Have the student present their map and tell a
story about it. Ask questions to assess their understanding:
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"If you landed your boat at Dragon's Tooth Bay, show me the easiest (most gentle) path to the top
of Mount Doom." (They should point to the path where contour lines are farthest apart).
"Which side of the island is the steepest cliff?" (They should point to where the lines are closest).
"If you were at the top of the mountain, in which direction would you travel to get to the beach?"
(They should use their compass rose to answer).

The completed map and their answers serve as the primary assessment, demonstrating their ability to
apply the concepts learned.

Differentiation
For Extra Support: Provide a pre-drawn island outline to build on. Work together to slice the
play-dough. Offer a template of a compass rose that just needs to be labeled and decorated.
For an Extra Challenge: Introduce the concept of a map scale. Have the student add a scale
(e.g., 1 inch = 1 mile) to their map. Ask them to write a short paragraph on the back of the map
describing a treasure hunt, using directional language and describing the terrain based on their
map.

Lesson Plan Rubric Evaluation

Merit Category Evaluation

1. Learning Objectives Excellent. The objectives are specific ("identify cardinal and intermediate directions"), measurable (the student can
create and interpret a map), and achievable for a 9-year-old. They focus on application ("create a 2D map from a 3D
model") rather than simple memorization.

2. Alignment with Stan-
dards and Curriculum

Excellent. The lesson directly aligns with core elementary geography standards focusing on map skills, including us-
ing a compass rose for orientation and interpreting physical maps to understand landforms and elevation.

3. Instructional Strategies Excellent. The plan uses a strong mix of strategies: a narrative hook ("The Mission"), direct instruction (explaining
contour lines), modeling (the "hand-y" model), and a major hands-on, kinesthetic activity (building and slicing the
play-dough island). This caters to multiple learning styles.

4. Engagement and Moti-
vation

Excellent. The "secret agent/explorer" theme is highly motivating. The core activity is creative and gives the stu-
dent a great deal of choice and ownership over their final product (naming the island, designing the compass rose).
The "magic" of turning a 3D model into a 2D map is a powerful and memorable moment.

5. Differentiation and In-
clusivity

Excellent. The plan provides clear, practical suggestions for both support (templates, working together) and exten-
sion (adding a map scale, creative writing). This makes the lesson adaptable to the student's specific pace and abili-
ty level.

6. Assessment Methods Excellent. Assessment is seamlessly integrated into the lesson. It uses formative assessment (discussion during the
activity) and a performance-based summative assessment (the final map and the "Explorer's Debriefing"). The de-
briefing questions directly test whether the learning objectives were met in an applied, low-pressure way.

7. Organization and Clar-
ity

Excellent. The lesson is logically sequenced with a clear beginning (hook), middle (hands-on creation), and end (fi-
nalizing the map and debriefing). Instructions are step-by-step and easy for a teacher or homeschool parent to fol-
low. Time estimates for each section help with pacing.

8. Creativity and Innova-
tion

Excellent. While using play-dough for topography is a well-regarded method, this lesson frames it within a highly
creative and innovative narrative. The focus on designing a *personal, fictional* island encourages imagination and
critical thinking beyond a standard worksheet. The custom compass rose adds a unique artistic element.

9. Materials and Resource
Management

Excellent. The materials list is clear and utilizes common, inexpensive craft and household items. This makes the
lesson accessible and easy to implement without special equipment. The resources directly support the hands-on, in-
quiry-based nature of the learning.


