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 Knowing where places are: Developing locational knowledge 
 

1. What does it mean? 

 

When places are mentioned, or you hear of events occurring somewhere in the world, do you 

have a good sense of where they are: in which continent or ocean, in which country or even in 

which street locally?  This type of information is termed locational knowledge.  It describes 

our capacity to know and recall where places are, what we otherwise term our mental map.  It 

is our personal framework for storing the locational information we carry in our heads.  We 

use mental maps to find our way about in our familiar places without using a paper or phone 

app map or asking directions.  We use mental maps to remember and recall places mentioned 

in the news or by others, accurately and approximately. 

 

Our mental maps tell us about our everyday places and places we know of elsewhere in the 

UK, Europe and the world.  We usually know something about these places or features: what 

sort of features or places they are, what is or might be there, how they might look, what sort 

of things happen or have happened there, even what it might be like to be there and what we 

feel about them.  Our familiar mental maps are developed through experience in places, but 

quite often the features and places in our mental maps we have not been to though we have 

come across them and seen where they are on a map or a Google aerial view.  We have an 

idea about what they are like, perhaps even quite a lot of information.  Our locational 

knowledge is not simply knowledge of the where of a location; it includes information about 

the what of this place or feature. 

 

The Geography programmes of study state that primary children should be taught locational 

knowledge of the UK, Europe and the world, and that they should be able to locate places of 

global significance. 

 

  
 

Key Stage 1 

 Name and locate the world’s continents and oceans. 

 Name, locate [and identify the characteristics of] the four countries and capital cities 

of the United Kingdom and its surrounding seas. 

 Use world maps, atlases and globes to identify the United Kingdom and its countries, 

as well as the countries, continents and oceans studied at this key stage. 

 

Key Stage 2 

 Locate the world’s countries, using maps to focus on Europe and North and south 

America and concentrating on their environmental regions, key physical and human 

characteristics, countries and major cities; 

 Name and locate countries and cities of the United Kingdom, geographical regions 

and their human and physical characteristics, including hills, mountains, cities, 

rivers, key topographical features and land-use patterns…; 
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 Identify the position and significance of latitude, longitude, Equator, Northern 

hemisphere, Southern hemisphere, the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, Arctic and 

Antarctic Circle, and time zones (including day and night); 

 Use maps, atlases, globes and digital/computer mapping to locate countries and 

describe features studied. 

 

To build up their mental maps of familiar places and the rest of the world, children must read 

maps to locate features and areas on the Earth and know what is there.  This requires 

developing their map skills and their familiarity with maps, particularly globes and atlases. 

 

2. What does best practice in primary schools look like? 
 

Primary children’s locational knowledge is very variable and generally not well developed.  

Children seem to have rather better mental maps of their local area than they have of the UK 

or the world.  This might be the result of not often using globes, atlases and maps.  Is there a 

globe or a British Isles or world wall map up in the classroom, and atlases available?  These 

are key resources to have available.  But there is good practice, through which children are 

encouraged to find out where the places they study and encounter are and what they are like. 

 

Children develop useful mental maps and locational knowledge when: 

 they are involved in investigations in their school’s grounds and local area, using 

ground and aerial photographs with maps to locate features, and drawing maps, as 

integral in their studies.  This facilitates discussion of locations, links and area; 

 from Year 1, they recognise maps of the British Isles, with its countries, and the basic 

features on the world map, its continents and oceans, and have handled globes and 

looked in atlases; 

 children take a ‘Barnaby Bear’ type of toy away on a holiday or for a weekend at 

home to photograph and track sites and routes they visit or use and share this 

experience and their knowledge, including their maps and diaries, with other children; 

 their studies of topics and places are set in real places, enabling them to develop their 

knowledge of places nationally, in Europe and globally using globes and atlas and 

wall maps, helping them to be able to name and locate major events and places and 

key map features, such as the Equator; 

 teachers have an informed locational knowledge, and are able to help children locate 

places locally, nationally and globally using their own knowledge and helping the 

children use globes, atlases and maps to find places and talk about what is there; 

 teachers ensure up-to-date appropriate maps, atlases and globes, and web-based and 

other ICT map sources, are regularly accessible for children to search and use; 

 children’s knowledge about the world is noted as an aspect of their attainment. 

 

These sources can help you find out more about good practices in teaching locational 

knowledge and in developing globe and atlas skills: 

Catling (2002) Placing Places, Sheffield: Geographical Association. 

Catling, S (2013) ‘Learning about places in the World’, in Scoffham (ed) Teaching 

Geography Creatively, London: Routledge. 

Wiegand, P. (2006) Learning and Teaching with Maps, London: Routledge. 

 

3. How do we develop effective practice? 

 

To help children in key stages 1 and 2 develop their locational knowledge and mental 

mapping skills, you need to have an effectively developed locational knowledge framework 

of your familiar places, of the UK and of the world.  You must understand the terms 

locational knowledge and mental map, and know a variety of ways to help children develop 

their own mental maps of their neighbourhood and city/region, and of their country, continent 
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and the world, so that they develop the ability to recall, name and locate on maps 

specified/studied places, human and physical features and events. 

 

Active, investigative and practical approaches are key to developing children’s local and 

world locational knowledge.  These teaching ideas can be adapted to be age appropriate. 

 A favourite task is to draw a sketch maps to show locations and routes such as the 

route to school or the area around home.  An alternative is to make a model with 

scrap materials or using toy buildings, vegetation and roads.  This activity is a good 

basis for discussing how we know what to include and how we link sites and routes. 

What is included and what not?  Why is this?  Consider the extent of the local mental 

map and how to might enhance it, say, for another person to use.  This links well with 

local explorations and fieldwork. 

 When investigating the local area, use street maps, Google Earth and maps, OS maps 

and other sources – such as a map you have drawn – to view and explore the area.  

Discuss who knows what about the area, and how they acquired this knowledge.  

Mark a suitable map or model with features, sites, events and places of 

interest/value/fear.  Talk about how shared these are these and why they are included.  

Can a shared map or model be agreed?  On what grounds? 

 Why is it helpful to know where places are, locally and globally?  Which would be on 

your map?  What places have children heard about?  Do they know where they are?  

Use maps, globes and atlases to find out or check.  Add in some other places to find; 

talk about why you have referred to them. 

 Have a wall map of the British Isles or the world on a wall in the classroom.  Mark 

places on it.  Ask the children where this is.  Ask why you have put it up.  Encourage 

the children to add places and features they can justify (they have heard of it; it’s in 

the news; they have been there; they like it…).  Follow a journey around the world, or 

create one, adding to it daily or weekly: Where is it going?  Why there?  What means 

of transport is used? 

 Locally, in the UK, Europe or the world, which places are significant?  Discuss what 

the term ‘significant’ means.  Why and how can it be used about places, features and 

locatable events.  Consider examples and justify or contend their significance. 

 Introduce or keep using a globe and an atlas.  A new atlas should be able to be 

skimmed through, children being given time to see what it contains and to ask 

questions.  Regularly use globes and atlases.  Look up places and begin to use the 

Contents and Index pages.  Select particular maps: what is shown on the map?  How 

is it shown?  Why is that?  What do they think is missed out?  Why?  Become used to 

using globes and atlases to locate places and features and to say something about 

what they might be like.  Undertake a Google search for images of these places and 

features: What do they actually look like?  Are different features, eg cities, rivers or 

mountains, depicted in the same way on different maps in the atlas?  What do we 

learn about using symbols and keys?  What are the gird lines for (latitude and 

longitude)?  How can we work out how far it is from one place to another?  Why 

would we go there?  How would we get there? 

 In studies of places and aspects of human/physical geography, always check the 

locations of places using globes and atlas maps.  It is useful to have access to a 

detailed world atlas, such as The Times Atlas of the World.  From time to time check 

how well everyone knows these locations and how they enhance personal knowledge 

of the world.  You might have a Quiz, set a task to make a British Isles or world map 

locating places and using symbols, or play a card game with the names of countries 

on cards to be placed in turn on the correct continent (accurately if possible) on a 

world map. 

 

Have class sets of atlases for Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 use.  Check these atlas publishers: 

Collins     www.collins.com/primary/geography 
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Oxford University Press     www.oup.com/oxed/primary/geography 

Philips     www.octopusbooks.co.uk/philips-maps 

 

4. Which resources may be most helpful? 
  

Scoffham, S (ed) (2010) Primary Geography Handbook, Sheffield: Geographical Association 

Catling, S and Taylor L (2006) Thinking about geographical significance, Primary 

Geographer, 61, 35-38. 

Taylor, L and Catling S (2006) Geographical significance: A useful concept? Teaching 

Geography 31 (3), 122-125 

 

The Geographical Associations’ journal Primary Geography (Primary Geographer to 2010) 

contains a few articles relevant to developing children’s locational knowledge: 

Catling, S and Baker, P (2011) Wish you were here? Exploring postcard maps, 

Primary Geography, 75, 12-13 

Chave, C (2011) Mapping the British Isles with heart and head, Primary Geography, 

75, 14-15 

McGregor, S (2012) Wishing for Gold around the World, Primary Geography, 77, 

28-29 

Murchie, T (2011) The geography of happiness: now and then, Primary Geography, 

74, 12-14 

Scoffham, S and Whyte, T (2009) My UK map, Primary Geography, 69, 24-25 

Pritchard, J (2008) Worldmaper, Primary Geographer, 67, 30-33 

 

Geography Quiz using atlases www.tes.co.uk/teaching-resource/Geography-Quiz-using-

atlases-3006762 

 

Sources for globes, atlases, wall maps, table maps, jigsaw maps, small and large floor maps: 

Hope Education  www.hope-education.co.uk 

MaxiMap www.maximap.net 

Tiger Moon www.tigermoon.co.uk 

TTS www.tts-group.co.uk 

Wildgoose www.wildgoose.ac 

 

Web sources are useful in helping develop children’s mental maps: 

Digimap for schools www.digimapforschools.edina.ac.uk 

Encarta World Atlas     en.softonic.com/download-encarta-world-atlas-2012 

Google Earth     www,google.com/earth 

Google maps     www.maps.google.co.uk 

National Geographic map machine     

http://education.nationalgeographic.com/education/mapping/interactive-map/?ar_a=1 

Ordnance Survey www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/oswebsite/education-and-research/ 

index.html 

OS Mapzone     www.mapzone.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/mapzone 

Oxfam Mapping Our World     www.oxfam.org.uk/coolplanet/mappingourworld 

Worldmapper     www.worldmapper.org 

 

Paint a British Isles or World map on your playground.  Sources for playground maps: 

AVM Playground Equipment www.playgroundequipment-avm.co.uk/playground-

markings 

Promain www.promain.co.uk/School_Play_Ground_Graphics 

Road Art www.roadartltd.co.uk/schools.html 

SSP Play www.ssp-play.co.uk/play/thermoplastic-playground-marking 

 

 

 


