FOCUS 1 - Geography and Demographics

Handout 1.1.1 - The Five Themes of Geography

HANDOUT 1.1.1 THE FIVE THEMES OF GEOGRAPHY

The five themes of geography were created in 1984 by the National
Council for Geographic Education and the Association of American
Geographers to facilitate and organize the teaching of geography in
the K-12 classroom and still provide an effective organization for the
teaching of geography.

1. LOCATION

Most geographic study begins with learning the location of places.
Location can be absolute or relative. Absolute location provides a
definite reference to locate a place, such as latitude and longitude.
Relative location describes a place with respect to its environment
and its connection to other places.

Example: Montreal, a city in Quebec, Canada

» Absolute location - coordinates 45°30'N 73°34'W
« Relative location — approximately 540 km from Toronto

2. PLACE

Place describes the human and physical characteristics of a location,
such as its land and water forms or the culture of the people who
live there. This theme of geography is associated with toponym (the
name of a place), site (the description of the features of the place),
and situation (the environmental conditions of the place). The con-
cept of ‘place” helps geographers compare two places on Earth.

Example: Antarctica — cold desert with research stations and
penguins
Sahara Desert — hot desert with nomadic tribes and
camels
3. HUMAN

This theme considers how humans adapt to and modify the envi-
ronment. Humans shape the landscape through their interaction
with the land; this has both positive and negative effects on the
environment. It involves three distinct aspects, dependency, adap-
tation, and modification. Dependency explores the ways in which
humans are dependent on nature for a living. Adaptation relates to
how humans modify themselves, their lifestyles and their behavior
to live in a new environment with new challenges. The third aspect
of the human-environment interaction and the most important one
is the modification of the environment for his comfortable living.

Examples: Dependency - In India farmers across the country wait
for the monsoons to arrive for the successful growth of
their rain-fed crops. If monsoons are late, or the rains

are insufficient, droughts and food crisis might create
havoc in the highly populated country.

Adaptation - The different types of clothing invented
by humans - wool and fur in cold countries; cotton in
warmer countries.

Modification — build dams to water fields in the dry
season; invent air coolers and air heaters to modify air
temperatures of the environment they inhabit; tame
wild animals; convert large tracts of dense forests to
human-dominated settlements; and develop auto-
mobiles and airplanes that shorten distances between
places.

4. MOVEMENT

Movement is the travel of people, goods, and ideas from one lo-
cation to another. Deals with the study of population immigration,
emigration, and distribution in the countries of the world.

Examples: Physical movement of people to inhabit all the con-
tinents and islands of the world and to explore the
depths of the oceans and land on the moon; trans-
port of goods from one place on Earth to another; and
movement of ideas.

5. REGION

Region divides the world into manageable units for geographic
study. Region is an area on the earth’s surface that is defined by
certain unifying characteristics. The unifying characteristics may be
physical, human, or cultural. Geographers also study how a region
changes over time.

Examples: Formal region - boundaries are formally defined such
as a metropolitan city, country or continent (New York
City).

Functional region — encompasses a central point with
defined boundaries and the area around it that is con-
nected via a well-developed network of transportation
and communication systems (New York City and its
suburbs).

Vernacular region — ‘mental maps’ of regions closely
placed in the world (Middle-East region).
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Guidelines for Geographic Education, Elementary and Secondary
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