
Linking Systematic Geography and Locational Knowledge at Key Stage 3  

 

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 and spatial variation.  

 

Therefore, teachers are strongly encouraged to embed physical and human geography topics within  

a locational context (or the other way around!). Obviously, skills can similarly be taught within a  

topic or locational study, rather than in isolation. Schools will divide up the curriculum into teachable  

units of work in their own creative way. The following examples show how Russia and the Middle  

East can be used as examples for teaching physical and human geography.  

 

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 places, 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. In Europe, regional geography has a  

chequered history because of its association with the objectification of peoples and colonial rule, for  



containing 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.  

 

Polar/hot deserts/physical characteristics: Pupils should study the distribution of hot and polar  

deserts in Russia and the Middle East, as well as their characteristics: weather, climate, soils,  

permafrost, flora and fauna and natural resources. They could also study how indigenous people live  

in these environments and the challenges presented by extreme conditions in terms of travel, access  

to food and water, regulating temperature condition. In the Middle East this will include  

dependence upon rivers (Nile, Tigris, Euphrates), irrigation systems, desalinisation, design of houses  

and urban areas to reduce solar heating and increase airflow. Pupils should be able to identify other  

distinctive physical features in Russia such as the Ural Mountains, the Volga, Lake Baykal, Siberia, the  

Bering Strait, Kamchatka, and the effects of coastal ice in winter. In the Middle East, pupils can learn  

about the significance of features such as the Suez Canal, the Persian Gulf, the Caspian Sea, the Black  

Sea, the Arabian Desert, the Namib Desert and the Caucasus Mountains.  

 

Soils: Pupils should learn that soil are comprised of organic and non-organic materials derived from  

the transformation of rocks under the influence of live and dead organisms, climate, water, age,  

 

  



relief, and the activities of people. Soil performs an important regulatory function maintaining the  

exchange of energy and matter between the biosphere, atmosphere, hydrosphere and lithosphere,  

which is essential for the development of life (Stolbovoi). Pupils can be introduced to a basic soil  

profile and different types of soils such that they can understand how different environmental  

factors influence soil type, depth, relative composition of organic and inorganic matter and fertility.  

Pupils can explore which types of soil are best suited to different types of agriculture, where these  

are found in Russia and the Middle East and why. Both Russia and the Middle East provide examples  

of how extreme climatic conditions impact soil and the challenges this presents for living. Pupils can  

learn about how farmers manage soil to maintain its fertility and prevent soil erosion.  

 

Natural resource use and economic activity: Both Russia’s and many Middle Eastern economies are  

dependent on primary resources: oil, natural gas, timber and metals. The countries of the Middle  

East hold the largest reserves of oil. Russia and Iran have the largest reserves of natural gas. Pupils in  

KS3 need to learn about where these resources are found, how they are extracted, how and to  

where they are distributed, how they are consumed and how this helps people live their lives in  

comfort and safety. Pupils should know about energy distribution, how oil and gas are piped and  

shipped (including liquid natural gas) from Russia and the Middle East to Europe, China and other  

parts of Asia, and how this helps their economies to function and grow. They should explore the  

environmental effects of resource extraction, transportation and consumption. The focus on primary  

activity should be balanced with manufacturing and services provided in the countries studied.  

 

Population/human characteristics: Pupils should study the distribution of people in Russia and the  

Middle East and how this can be correlated to climate, natural resources (water, soil, energy) and  

other geographical features and connections (coastlines, trade routes). Pupils should know about  

the role of colonialism in determining the borders of countries. Russia is an example of a country  

whose population has been in decline for some time. The reasons for this and the implications this  

has for the country should be explored. Conversely, a number of Middle Eastern countries have  



growing population, especially because of immigration from Africa and India (e.g. United Arab  

Emirates). Using Russia and perhaps one Middle Eastern country, pupils can learn about how  

populations are made up of people of African, Asian and European descent and how each has  

contributed to the distinctive cultures in each country (for example how Russia combines both  

European and Asia influences). This should include knowledge of different elements of culture:  

religion, language, beliefs, institutions, music, literature, as well as food and dress. Pupils should  

understand the significance of major cities, such as Jerusalem, Istanbul, Bagdad, Cairo, Moscow, and  

St. Petersburg.  

 

Development: Russia and countries in the Middle East can be used to explore different pathways  

taken towards development. Both have an economic model of growth that is dependent upon  

exports of primary commodities, especially oil and gas. In Russia, the state is very involved in this  

sector of the economy, mainly a hangover from its communist past. In the Middle East, there are  

more foreign-owned companies extracting resources, but the state charges huge surpluses to raise  

capital for itself. Pupils should learn about the respective roles of private business and the state in  

the economy and how this varies from country to country. They should learn about the growth of  

inequality in both these parts of the world; that capitalism has enabled some to get rich, but many  

others remain very poor. The effects of economic growth can be seen in cities such as Dubai and  

Moscow. Pupils should consider the wider meaning of development: what does development mean  

 

  



in the context of Russia, Israel, Syria, Egypt, Iraq and Iran? Beyond wealth, development includes  

freedom of belief, self-determination, education, health, welfare and taking care of the  

environment. Pupils should understand how war, conflict and intervention by foreign powers inhibit  

people’s development.  

 

References:  

 

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

 

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

 

Stolbovi, V. Description of Russia Soils, available:  

http://nsidc.org/data/docs/fgdc/ggd601_russia_soil_maps/russian_soil_desc.html  

 

  

 

 


