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Preface



A chance encounter with a trash can changed how I teach. One day at the end of a school year, I happened to walk past the principal’s office and spotted a thick book in the trash can entitled Summer Workshops for Teachers. I pulled it out, scanned its pages, and found an offering for a three-week summer workshop sponsored by the National Geographic Society. I loved reading National Geographic magazines and sharing what I learned with my students. So, I applied and was accepted to the workshop. I had no idea this would completely change my life and goals.


Those of us who attended the training became “teacher consultants,” but in my words, we became “geo-evangelists.” We were trained in geography content and how to conduct professional development for teachers. The National Geographic Society planned a grassroots movement to get geography back into the classroom. All fifty states (along with Puerto Rico and Canada) created geographic education alliances with trained teacher consultants. Each teacher consultant was tasked with developing exciting geography lessons to share with others. Many of the activities in this book are taken from lesson ideas shared by teacher consultants I encountered in workshops across the nation.


I did further training with the National Geographic Society and presented workshops as far away as New Zealand. When I retired as a classroom teacher, my work with professional development inspired the completion of my doctorate degree, thus securing a position at a university training future teachers. I later earned a master’s degree in geography and developed a geography course for teachers. For several semesters, I worked with the gifted program at the university to offer Map Mania courses on the weekends for K–6 gifted students. I also served as co-coordinator for the state geographic alliance. All these initiatives inspired lessons that make up this book’s content.


My accidental discovery in the trash enlivened my classroom and changed the course of my career. This book is a love letter to all the state geographic alliances and teacher consultants who have affected hundreds of thousands of students over the past two decades. Just remember . . . without geography you are nowhere!





Why Geography?



Most states include geography standards within the social studies strands, yet geography is sometimes not perceived as an essential element in the curriculum. Through geography instruction, teachers can show that maps are useful tools to help the young reader put stories into perspective, the young mathematician read gridlines and understand scale, the young citizen make wise decisions about the environment, and the young scientist understand climate change. Geography can tell you where you are and how you got there, how the earth affects you, and how you affect the earth.1


Geographers look at the world in spatial terms. They are interested in where things are located on the earth and why. Maps are tools that geographers use to communicate information about places. Physical geographers are interested in the study of natural features on the earth’s surface, which connects with earth science. Human geographers are interested in man-made features, where people live, and why they choose to live there. Geography brings an understanding of ourselves, our relationship to the world, and our interdependence with others.


There are many reasons that schools may not emphasize the teaching of geography. Often, teachers are underprepared to teach geography to students. Many elementary teacher-training programs do not require geography courses, or instead offer teacher candidates the option to choose between geography and history. Testing mandates override concerns of teaching geography in some grade levels. Poor instructional practices also contribute to lagging geographic knowledge. For example, teachers may expose students to one map projection with distorted land sizes and never teach the discrepancies between the representations of a globe to a flat map. The forty-eight contiguous states may be presented as one scale on a map, while Alaska and Hawaii are designated with different scales. It can be quite confusing when teachers state that Alaska is bigger than Texas, when students can see on the map it is not. In addition, the definition of geography is often misunderstood. Many teachers consider geography to be only the use of maps, or they classify geographic concepts as earth science. Even if geography is taught in elementary schools, students may not understand they are learning about geography, therefore their concept of geography is limited to place names, locations, and physical landforms.2


In textbooks, relationships to real places are seldom explained. Many geographic activities just involve the coloring of maps or finding a location on a map. Activities such as these have no real meaning and do not help students understand mapping skills. Students should have the chance to explore and understand where they live and all the places surrounding them to make sense of their world. They should develop knowledge and understanding of physical elements of geography, such as weather, climate, and landforms; human elements of geography, such as populations and settlement; and environmental elements of geography, such as the use and misuse of natural resources.3


Through geography, students can feel a connection with people they have never met and places they have never been. They can understand how people and places came to be and how they affect one another. Teachers can encourage students to identify reasons for the physical and human characteristics of place, to question the accuracies of maps, and to make connections between places. Geography can inspire children to care about and commit to their place and community.4


A good place to begin is to introduce geographic skills to students: asking geographic questions, acquiring geographic information, organizing geographic information, analyzing geographic information, and answering geographic questions. These skills translate well to other subject areas. Teachers can begin with an essential question, such as, “Where is the best place to build a new school in our community?” Have students acquire information about the locations of other schools, population statistics, land availability, transportation patterns, and so on. Students would then organize the information into charts and graphs, analyze for patterns, and make connections. Finally, students would answer the questions and perhaps present their results to a public entity.


In the early grades, students should distinguish the difference between land and water on a globe, use a compass to find directions, understand symbols and legends on a map, investigate natural resources and physical regions, and be able to create a map of a familiar place. Geographic skill instruction should include asking students to determine directions, such as up, down, over, under, and beside. It should also include asking students to compare distances, such as long, short, near, and far. Students move on to learn to use special purpose maps to identify and gather data, identify the geographic characteristics that distinguish regions, and use scale to determine distances.


Teachers need to learn how to go beyond having students memorize states and capitals and obtain resources and materials that recognize the importance of geographic education. Students will use critical thinking skills when they question the accuracy of maps, identify biases of the cartographer’s choice about what to include or omit on maps, consider the continents or countries placed in the center of maps, examine distortions of different map perspectives, and note the orientation of maps.5 Handheld devices, such as phones, are familiar to students as navigation tools, but what tools did navigators use hundreds of years ago? Celestial navigation, the astrolabe, cross staff, sextant, compass, and other geographic tools can be interesting to students in their search for geographic understanding.


The goal of this book is to provide basic information about geography through mapping activities for elementary students to teach specific geographic skills. Each chapter contains basic information about the concepts, suggestions for activities to teach the concepts, and children’s literature that relates to the concepts. The chapters conclude with assessment questions that teachers can use to ensure that students understand the concepts.


Chapter 1 will focus on location to expose students to activities to find precise and comparative points of location. Chapter 2 will introduce students to perspectives and how to look at the world from different viewpoints. Chapter 3 will spotlight scale to provide information about representing real places on a small piece of paper. Chapter 4 will provide students with orienteering information. Chapter 5 introduces abstract thinking with map symbols and map keys. Chapter 6 will familiarize students with a variety of types of maps and their uses. Chapter 7 will relay ways to use technology with geography, most particularly through GIS and GPS. Chapter 8 will introduce mapping skills with the Five Themes of Geography (Location, Place, Human/Environment Interaction, Movement, and Regions). The activities are written in short paragraphs to give the busy teacher an opportunity to scan for quick lesson ideas. The book ends with a suggested scope and sequence for teaching geography in appendix A, a glossary of map terms in appendix B, graphs and charts for activities in appendixes C through I, and a summary list of all activities within the chapters.


Teachers are the guides to encourage students to question the accuracy of maps, to examine places from different perspectives, to trace the routes traveled by literary characters, to understand why places are located where they are, or to compute distances between places. Providing concrete experiences involving real environments will provide a firm foundation for improving students’ cognitive spatial abilities.6 Teachers need to show students that geography is everywhere.
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