
Interpreting ‘North and South America’ in the national curriculum 

 

The following are the relevant excerpts from the programme of study 

Locate the world’s countries, using maps to focus on Europe (including the location 

of Russia) and North and South America, and concentrating on their environmental 

regions, key physical and human characteristics, countries and major cities 

 

Understand geographical similarities and differences through the study of human 

and physical geography of a region of the UK, a region of a European country and a 

region within North and South America 

 

Some (possibly) frequently asked questions: 

Statement 1 

 What does it mean ‘to locate’? 

 What is an ‘environmental region’? 

 What can be included under ‘human and physical characteristics’? 

Statement 2 

 How do we select appropriate regions  (Three in all: that is, one each in UK, 

Europe and Americas) 

 

The first important point to make in regard to this aspect of the national curriculum 

framework, is that the important matters of depth and breadth are to be decided. This 

can be done according to any number of priorities you may have, including access to 

good materials, personal experience, the experiences of your pupils etc. One thing is 

clear: you are not expected to ‘cover’ Europe, UK and the Americas evenly and to 

the same depth. Some of what you do will be ‘extensive’ focussing on locational 

aspects whilst some of what you do with be intensive focussing on regions. 

There are three important matters here: location, characteristics, regions.  

a) Location: the location of somewhere is a point or an area positioned on a 

map. They can be positioned accurately using coordinates, and on a world 

scale we should use latitude and longitude, and geographical terminology 

such as the tropics etc  



We can have fun with webcams, stories, globes and torches --- to encourage 

some understanding of time zones ... and all the time growing more familiar 

with the location of cities, main features like mountain ranges and rivers (and 

of course the extent of the Atlantic Ocean. 

This location is not only about points and areas on a map but about the 

relation of these things to each other – including distances (and the use of 

scale in maps and globes) and direction. And remember we can use days, 

hours and minutes to measure distance (as well as kilometres): the Americas 

as much ‘closer’ to Europe than they were in our parents and grandparents 

days 

b) Characteristics: geographical characteristics help us to provide rich and 

detailed description of places. Physical landscapes can be described using a 

rich descriptive language to include appearance: the height of the land, the 

steepness of the slopes, how ‘dissected’ it is, the number of rivers and their 

appearance (one famous geographer of the past, the inventor of over 150 

terms was WM Davis, who used the metaphor of youth, maturity and old age 

to describe landscapes). Colour is also important attribute of appearance – 

give by the vegetation such as forest or grassland. And finally the 

characteristics can be less immediately visible – such as the climate (rainfall 

and temperature characteristics), the seasons etc 

However in geography we should be acutely aware that appearances can 

easily deceive. In other words, what we ‘see’ can depend on who we are and 

what we expect to see (or even want to see). This can give rise to enjoyable 

and challenging lessons based on descriptions of images and data to 

explicitly develop the idea of perception. This in turn can lead on to the idea of 

how places and people can be easily stereotyped, for instance in the images 

and impressions about aspects of the Americas or Europe, or 

countries/regions in the UK we receive in films, cartoons or games via the TV 

 

c) Regions: The region is a geographical term. It derives from the era when the 

earth’s surface and its human occupation was first described, catalogued and 

mapped. As in all sciences the ability to ‘classify’ and organise this material 

was essential. It is, today, easy to take this effort for granted, but the world’s 

environmental regions are essential for young people to grasp, for without this 

we are impeded in talking and thinking about the world – at least the major 

divisions between: Tropical Rainforests, Tropical Grasslands (Savannah), Hot 

Deserts, Mediterranean, Temperate, Coniferous Forest, Tundra and Polar. 

But as a classificatory device, we are able to use the idea of regions in other 

ways too. There are administrative regions – the nine regions of England are 

perhaps the most familiar. These kinds of regions respect official (political) 



boundaries, but many regions – perhaps most – do not, such as ‘The Alps’ or 

‘The Amazon basin’. Even so, these examples are still based on a relatively 

easy boundary: many borders are even more fuzzy and very difficult to define 

– such as the classic: where does Europe end and Asia begin? 


