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Key Stage 2 Locational Knowledge: Europe and the Americas 

Linking Systematic Geography and Locational Knowledge 

When we create a curriculum across the key stages we need to start with simple concepts that 

describe objects and build progression through adding distinctions, considering the relationships 

between objects and searching for patterns. One can proceed either by moving from location to 

location (regional geography) or from one topic/sub-discipline to another (systematic geography). 

Both approaches are legitimate, but Gersmehl (2009) suggests that the best way to teach the subject 

is to move between the two, which obviously requires some skill. This way, pupils will develop an 

understanding of synthesis (between different geographical phenomena) and spatial variation.  

Teachers are encouraged to teach physical and human geography topics within a locational context, 

and hopefully geographical skills as well. The following sets out some of the key physical and human 

characteristics of Europe and the Americas and suggestions for how physical and human geography 

topics can be integrated, but of course there are many ways to do this. Although several examples 

have been included this does not mean that teachers should attempt to cover them all. Comparisons 

are beneficial, but teachers should avoid repetition (e.g. study settlements in Europe and trade in 

the Americas). It will also depend upon how schools choose to order their geography curriculum and 

how well pupils are progressing in the geographical knowledge and understanding over the key 

stage. Again, the judgement of the teacher here is paramount.  

Teaching about Regions 

A region is a bounded area of localities or places that have something in common. This could be an 

environmental region like a desert, a geographical region like the southwest of England or a cultural 

region like French Canada or Arab countries. We can distinguish between formal and functional 

regions. A formal region displays homogeneity in form. A functional region is integrated by flow or 

function, such as is the case with most cities or metropolitan areas. As with place, the question being 

posed is this: ‘What are the inter-relationships among phenomena that produce this particular set of 

features?’ (Slater, 1982, p. 3). However, regions have greater areal extent than places and thus 

consider how one place is related to others around it. Regional geography has a chequered history 

because of its association with the objectification of peoples and Empire, for making sweeping 

generalisations, and being descriptive rather than systematic and explanatory. Nevertheless, just 

because the concept was misused in the past doesn’t mean that it cannot be of use for geographers 

today, as an analytical tool, provided it is used carefully. Regions are a form of classifying space. They 

are to geographers as ‘eras’ or ‘epochs’ are to historians and geologists. Secondary concepts include: 

area, boundary, transition zone and sub-region.  

Europe 

Continent wide: Where is Europe? What is Europe? Who lives here? Pupils will need to get a sense 

of what is unique about Europe and also how its characteristics vary across the continent.  

Human characteristics: What is European culture? What are the main religions practiced? Which 

languages are spoken and where? How is Europe politically divided (pupils should draw their own 

maps of Europe to help them learn the geographical form and distribution of states)? What does 

Europe grow and manufacture and how does this vary across the continent? What other jobs do 
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people do? Introduce trade and the concept of a trade block (European Union). What are migrants? 

Where have they come from and why? What are living standards like in Europe and how does this 

vary within Europe? How is Europe connected to other parts of the world?  

Physical characteristics: How is the land shaped? Pupils should be introduced to basic landscape 

features (mountains, rivers, basins, lakes, plains, valleys) and begin to consider some of the ways in 

which these have come into being (e.g. water erosion). What are the climate and vegetation like and 

how do they vary across Europe? They should begin to consider why the climate varies from location 

to location (latitude, proximity to water, altitude, prevailing wind direction).  

Country/region study: Teachers should select a country to study in detail and compare this to the 

geography of the UK. Teachers should select physical and human geography topics to examine this 

country. For example, settlements: what different types of settlement are there, where are they 

found and why? Or, how is the land used? What crops are grown and where are they sold? Which 

resources does this country utilise and how are they used? What commodities are manufactured 

here? What do they export and import?  Or, who lives in this country and what are the cultural 

traditions practised (and how does this vary)? In terms of physical geography, there is an 

opportunity to consider how the climate and landscape influence life and economic activity.  

 

The Americas 

Continent wide: What are the Americas? How did they get their name (Vespucci Amerigo)? Where 

are they?  

Human characteristics: Who lives there (Native Americans, European, Asians, Africans and people 

from Central/South America)? How does the culture vary? Which are the main languages spoken 

and where? What are the main religions practiced in different regions/countries and how is this 

related to European migration patterns (Portuguese, Spanish, English and French and minority 

languages such as Dutch, Arabic and Mandarin)? Much of this can be taught through migration 

stories, including the slave trade, with obvious historical connections. Pupils could be introduced to 

some of the different people, ways of life (both indigenous and modern), agriculture or other ways 

of making a living. In North America, for example: the Inuit, French Canadians (Québécois/Acadians), 

New Yorkers, Southerners, rural farmers/ranchers, Californians, Mexicans and Guatemalans. In 

South America, for example: urban Brazilians, an Amazon tribe, descendants of the Incas, Guarani, 

Bolivians and Chileans (teachers would need to break down generalisations to look at specific and 

contrasting groups). Pupils should learn that some countries are richer while others are poorer and 

how the living standards vary. This may be best illustrated through the country studies. Pupils should 

learn to draw maps of both continents. These can be used to plot human and physical 

characteristics, including the boundaries of countries.  

Physical Characteristics: How does the landscape vary across the Americas (Andes, Rockies, 

Appalachians, Canadian prairies, Amazon basin, and Caribbean islands)? How does the climate vary? 

How is this related to the latitude, prevailing winds, altitude? What different types of biome are 

found there (rainforest, taiga, tundra, desert, grassland) and what are they like? What are 
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earthquakes and volcanoes? Where are they found and why (will need to introduce tectonic plates 

for this)?  

Country/region studies (maybe one North and one Central/South American) suggested topics: who 

lives in this country and what are the cultural traditions practised (and how does this vary)? 

Earthquakes and volcanoes: how often do they happen, where, what happens? Resource use and life 

in a challenging environment (desert, mountains, rainforest, tundra). Contrasting settlement 

types/living standards (a city/town in the USA versus its equivalent in a poorer country). 

Agriculture/manufacturing and trade.  

Teachers should aim to go into as much depth as possible in the time that they have available. They 

should be mindful of the geography that pupils will learn at key stage 3 (like geomorphological 

processes and economic categories). The aim is to introduce pupils to other places and people and 

to understanding the geographical concepts we use to study them. Some pupils will go further as 

they get inspired to learn about these fascinating parts of the world.  

References: 

Gersmehl, P. (2009) Teaching Geography (second edition). New York: Guildford Press.  

Slater, F. (1982) Learning through Geography. London: Heinemann.  

 


