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Teaching about the United Kingdom 
 
What do we mean by the United Kingdom? 
The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, commonly known as the United Kingdom 
(UK), is a sovereign state located off the north-western coast of continental Europe. It consists of 
four nations England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales and many other small islands.  The 
capital cities of these four nations are London, Belfast, Edinburgh and Cardiff.  There are devolved 
national administrations, assemblies and parliaments in Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland 
respectively and the UK’s national government is located in London.  
 
Its coastline is surrounded by the Irish Sea, North Sea, (North) Atlantic Ocean and the English 
Channel.  
 
Sometimes people call it Great Britain1, however, technically Great Britain only covers England, 
Scotland and Wales – not Northern Ireland.   

 

 

 
 
What does Ofsted think? 
Schools should: 

 focus strongly on developing pupils’ core knowledge in geography, particularly their sense of 
place 

 ensure that geography enables pupils to recognise their contribution to, and responsibilities 
for, their locality, their country and the global community 

 
When pupils showed that they had a good range of geographical knowledge, understanding and 
skills, this was frequently because of the opportunities they experienced to use their skills in real 
contexts, such as the school building, grounds and immediate locality. Pupils whose learning was 
outstanding were very familiar with their own locality and were able to make connections between 
their lives and those of people living in contrasting localities. 
 
Ofsted has identified weaknesses in a number of schools where pupils’ knowledge of places was 
exceptionally weak at a national, European and global scale since they were often not given a wide 
range of specific case studies through which to learn. 
 
What does good practice look like? 
Good teaching of the UK will allow students to become curious about and gain a developing 
understanding of their home nation; as well as a focus on their local area or region within the UK 
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 Such as ‘Team GB’ at the Olympics 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sovereign_state
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Continental_Europe
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and other places which contrast with it.  This will provide a strong geographical understanding of the 
physical and human landscapes of the UK, the different features and characteristics than can be 
found across the UK and some of the geographical changes that have taken place within the UK.  
 
Such work should include coverage of spatial patterns, differences and changes, such as within the 
natural, managed, built or social landscapes, as well as coverage of historical changes.  It will draw 
on the use of different case studies which will provide a UK setting for the examination of 
geographical vocabulary, features and processes.  
 
It provides the opportunity for geographical fieldwork, both in the local area and also further afield.  
Many schools will wish to examine similarities between the home and another UK locality through 
links with other partner schools from across the UK, which may include online collaboration and 
reciprocal visits and fieldwork.  
 
It will put people, places and geographical processes into our national context and provide the 
opportunity to examine how physical and human processes interact to create distinctive landscapes, 
regions and environments.  In this way pupils will be able to compare their local circumstances to 
other places with the UK, and to the UK national context, in order to better understand our 
contemporary and diverse geography.   
 
It is also recognised that the UK does not exist in isolation to other parts of the world and an 
exploration of the geography of the UK will also provide many opportunities to look at how the UK is 
influenced by and in turn influences other places.   
 
How can I develop the good practice? 
Across the primary and secondary years good practice will include regular the use of maps and 
atlases of the UK, including the use of Ordnance Survey maps2, alongside online and computer 
mapping.  Aerial photography can also make a significant contribution to enhancing pupils 
understanding of the UK.  The Britain from the Air online exhibition provides access to over 100 
aerial photographs from across the UK and is accompanied by further information and resources for 
schools. See www.rgs.org/bfta   
 
School should make significant use of their local areas for fieldwork, as well as fieldwork sites that 
contrast with their local area, and draw on the readily available resources which provide local 
information.   
 
At Key Stage Three the use of Geographical Information Systems, as a tool to analyse and interpret 
geographical data sets, provides a significant opportunity to explore historic and contemporary 
geographical information about the UK.  
 
The geography classroom should be the place where geographical terms and vocabulary are 
regularly and correctly used and where pupils should be able to locate and better understand places 
within the UK which are of wider discussion and importance – such as places which appear in the 
news &/or of which have a connection with their lives and school.  A developing geographical 
understanding of the UK will provide a sound locational context for pupils work in other subject 
areas such as citizenship, history and English. 
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 For further details on Ordnance Survey’s materials for schools see http://digimapforschools.edina.ac.uk  

http://www.rgs.org/bfta
http://digimapforschools.edina.ac.uk/

