
Overview of Unit

          This fourth grade Geography unit focuses on regions of the United States. I was

interested in developing lessons on this topic because I am passionate about geography,

and I am dedicated to thoughtfully planning geography lessons to teach elementary

students in engaging ways.  I was interested in planning a unit for an upper elementary

grade because most of my prior curriculum development pertained to first and second

grade. After reviewing the Massachusetts State Frameworks for History and Social

Studies, I discovered that a large portion of the Fourth grade standards have to do with

learning about regions of the United States.

          When I was a child, my home was filled with maps, books about the fifty states,

atlases of the world, and National Geographic magazines. I attribute much of my

knowledge about different places and how those places connect, to being introduced to a

wide-range of resources at an early age.  As teachers, we can’t assume that children are

being introduced to the wonders of geography at home. It is up to us to provide our

students with ample opportunities to explore maps, and atlases, and to take part in

meaningful and engaging geography lessons in the classroom.  I look forward to making

a space for maps on my classroom walls, a place for geography books on the library

shelves, and a rich geography curriculum to share with my students.

          Class readings and topic research reinforced my understanding that students are,

more often than not, being taught geography as a set of facts to memorize. Concepts and

skills are taught in uninspiring and disconnected ways. The development of this unit

challenged me to move beyond just having students learn and regurgitate facts. This unit

would, in reality, include more lessons on getting to know maps, lessons on ways to find

useful and accurate information, lessons focused on reading and writing, and lessons

integrating other classroom subjects; such as science. For the purposes of this unit, I

focused on designing interactive, creative, and memorable lessons for my students.
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Geoliteracy in the 21st Century

          In elementary schools today, teaching all students to read is a main priority. We

know that in order for students to succeed in the world, they need to acquire literacy

skills to express themselves, to expand their knowledge, and to communicate with others.

Now, at the beginning of the 21st century, it is crucial that another type of literacy,

geoliteracy, one’s ability to ‘read’ and understand geographical concepts, is considered a

main priority in elementary schools as well.

          Many news reports in recent years have highlighted Americans general lack of

geographical understanding. In 2006, after conducting extensive geography-based

surveys, the National Geographic Society released the findings, ‘Young Americans still

lack basic global knowledge, National Geographic – Roper Survey Shows.’ According to

the press release,

 “The survey demonstrates young Americans’ limited
understanding of their world within and beyond their
country’s borders. Respondents answered just over half
(54%) of the questions correctly, and they don’t appear to
value skills that would enhance their knowledge. In fact,
fewer than three in ten of those surveyed think it is absolutely
necessary to know where countries in the news are located.”
(National Geographic, 2006, p.1)

We, as a country, do not exist in a bubble set apart from the rest of the world, yet it seems

as though many young Americans prefer to think so. Why is it that so many young

Americans don’t see the value in knowing where places are in their own country, much

less in the world? Why are so many adults geographically illiterate and what can be done

to develop and promote geoliteracy in elementary school students that will last a lifetime?

This paper will acknowledge certain factors that contributed to the geographical illiteracy
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in adults, but the main focus will be highlighting the current changes that are having an

impact on the teaching and learning of geographic skills and concepts, and providing

some possible solutions to this national problem.

          For far too long, geography has taken a back seat to other disciplines such as

literacy and mathematics, and to other topics in the Social Studies curriculum.

“Geography has historically been treated as a component of all social studies coursework

rather than as a separate curriculum.” (Meredith, 1985, p.3) When it is taught as a

separate curriculum, it is often through rote memorization of facts instead of through a

development of applicable skills. When geography is taught only as a study of facts,

students miss out on the opportunity to make real connections with places in the world.

When geography is taught in an interactive, hands-on, and meaningful way, students

enjoy the learning, and want to learn more. “Geographic illiteracy impacts our economic

well-being, our relationships with other nations and the environment, and isolates us from

the rest of the world,” said John Fahey, National Geographic President and CEO.

“Geography is what helps us make sense of our world by showing the connections

between people and places. Without geography, our young people are not ready to face

the challenges of the increasingly interconnected and competitive world of the 21st

century.” (National Geographic, 2006) To prepare elementary school students for the

challenges of the future, everyone involved in their education, from parents and

communities, to administrators and teachers, needs to work towards developing a nation

of geoliterate youth; actively engaged in knowing about the world.

          Changes in the attitudes and methods for teaching elementary geography are

increasing the chances that more students will be geoliterate as adults.  The current Social

Studies National and State Frameworks include geography as a separate category which

addresses multiple standards. These standards provide reluctant teachers with more

guidelines for teaching and integrating geography in the classroom. The frameworks

provide enthusiastic social studies teachers with expectations which they can creatively

incorporate into their unit plans.
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“We must show our students that geography is about
understanding, not about knowing…We must learn to
teach our students by using inquiry, real-life
applications of geographic ideas, and guided projects
that use geographic principles. Most important of all,
we must learn to assess our students primarily on the
basis of the geographical skills they have learned, not
on their ability to memorize definitions or facts. We
cannot afford to send mixed messages by telling
students that we are teaching them to think and then
assessing them on the basis of factual recall.” (Rallis,
1995, p.2)

 There is an ever – increasing amount of online sites for teachers and students, with

interactive activities, resources for lesson plans, map outlines, and software available for

learning, manipulating, and exploring with maps. Never before has it been possible to

travel through outer space, such as with Google Earth, and to virtually fly to any country,

state, city, and street, or soar over mountain ranges and oceans. With the click of a

mouse, students can change a map to see data represented in a colorful and clear way,

such as with National Geographic MapMachine. Students can make real-life connections

with other classrooms around the world with the touch of a button. There are endless

possibilities available for creating an exciting geography curriculum and for developing

geoliteracy in all of our students.
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Introductory Lesson: Getting to Know Maps!

BACKGROUND

Targeted Age Group: 4th Grade

Overall Purpose of this lesson: In this Introductory lesson, students will look closely at
many types of maps of North America, and the United States. Students will select a
region of the U.S. to explore in-depth.

Relationship of this lesson to curriculum/ theme: The theme of this geography unit is
U.S. regions. The intention of this lesson is to spark students’ interest and curiosity about
maps and to see what they already know about maps. By introducing students to many
types of maps, and playing a game that involves looking closely at maps, students will
get to know maps in a hands-on, and memorable way.

LESSON

Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks Strand and Learning Standards:

Massachusetts History and Social Studies Curriculum Frameworks, Grade 4, North
American Geography with optional Standards for One Early Civilization.
Grade 4 Concepts and Skills
History and Geography
2. interpret a map using information from its title, compass rose, scale, and legend.
Regions of the United States
4.8 On a map of the world, locate North America. On a map of North America, locate the
United States, the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, Gulf of Mexico, Mississippi and Rio
Grande Rivers, the Great Lakes, Hudson Bay, and the Rocky and Appalachian Mountain
Ranges.
4.9 On a map of North America, locate the current boundaries of the United States
(including Alaska and Hawaii). Locate the New England, Middle Atlantic, Atlantic
Coast/Appalachian, Southeast/Gulf, South Central, Great Lakes, Plains, Southwest
Desert, and Pacific States, and the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico.

Behavioral Objectives / Learning Outcomes for Students:
Students will be able to:

• Locate map title, compass rose, scale, and legend, on various maps.
• Work cooperatively during the “Where on the map?” game.
• Share prior knowledge about different regions of the United States.
• Select a region of interest to study.
• Highlight selected region on a map and mount on construction paper.



Materials and Resources: Large wall map of world, large wall map of North America,
large wall map of United States, clipboard, map search worksheet, pencils, assortment of
maps, ie: topographical, natural resources, national parks, highways, dip sticks with
student names to create teams, Index cards with places to identify for game, photocopies
of Xpedition maps of United States, construction paper, colored pencils.

Procedure:
1. Begin with a brainstorm about maps. Why do we use maps? What do maps show?

Are all maps the same?
2. Partners go on a map search with a clipboard, worksheet, pencil, and one map to

explore. Students search for and record information about their map. After five
minutes, trade maps with another group and repeat process.

3. Students return to the whole group and share some discoveries.
4. Set up for the Where on the map? Game. Hang world map. Pick dipsticks to form

groups of five. Each group is asked to identify a place on the map. If correct a
point is given, if incorrect, the next group gets an attempt. Game ends with
identifying regions on the U.S. map.

5. Each region is written on large chart paper. Students share their prior knowledge
about different regions.

6. The travel guide project is introduced and students are given some time to select a
region to study. Student names are written on the chart paper next to their selected
region.

7. Students outline and highlight their selected region on a copy of a U.S. map and
mount their map on construction paper.

Motivational Techniques:
o  This introductory lesson provides students with the opportunity to work

collaboratively, during the map search and during the map game.
o  The game is a way to get students involved with discovering places on

maps in a fun and less intimidating way.

Assessment: This lesson includes many opportunities to assess where students are
starting from at the beginning of the unit. Are there particular students who know where
most of the places are during the game? Are there students with accurate prior knowledge
during the regions discussion?

Adaptations / Modifications for students:
• A learning center with various maps and guiding questions will encourage

students with less map reading experience to explore during free time.
• Students work with a partner during the map search.
• Students participate  in a group during the game.



Names:_________________________________     Date:_______________

Map Search Worksheet

Map #1

What is the title of your map? ___________________________________

Does your map have a Legend, or Key? Circle one.    Yes          No

If you answered yes, draw the Legend, or Key, in the box below.

Locate the compass rose. Draw a picture of it here.

Locate the scale. Draw a picture of it here.

What other things do you see on your map?



Primary Source Lesson: Taking a road trip in the United States:
Past to Present

BACKGROUND

Targeted Age Group: 4th Grade

Overall Purpose of this lesson: In this lesson, students will observe various primary
sources: a photograph from the thirties of an automobile tour, a panoramic photograph of
a national park, travel posters from the 1930’s, and an example of a roadside attraction.
Viewing these images will provide students with an opportunity to engage their critical
thinking skills as they think about the past and relate what they’ve learned to their own
travels and to traveling in the United States today.

Relationship of this lesson to curriculum/ theme: Students will learn about different
U.S. geographical regions by focusing on traveling in the U.S., in the past and today.

LESSON

Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks Strand and Learning Standards:

Massachusetts History and Social Studies Curriculum Frameworks, Grade 4, North
American Geography with optional Standards for One Early Civilization.
Learning Standard 4.12
Identify and Describe unique features of the United States.

Behavioral Objectives / Learning Outcomes for Students:
Students will be able to:

• Use observation skills while observing projected images.
• Connect observations to personal stories about road trips.
• Work collaboratively to find information in books and on internet.

Materials and Resources: internet access with links to www.agilitynut.com/roadside.html,
www.roadsideamerica.com, and www.roadsidetourist.com, books such as Our Fifty States by
Mark Bockenhauer and Stephen Cunha, selected images from: www.memory.loc.gov,
projector with internet connection, paper, pencils, clipboards.

Procedure:
1. Begin the lesson with a group discussion about family road trips. Where have

students been? Why did they go there? Write different road trip destinations on
chart paper.

2. Introduce background information about road trips in the United States. Read
excerpt from:

www.nps.gov/history/nr/twhp/wwwlps/lessons/6roadside/6setting.htm



3. Provide students with clipboards, pencils, and paper.
4. View selected images from the website: American Memory.
5. Ask the class if they have ever seen a roadside attraction during their travels.

Share personal story of a roadside attraction. End with a photograph of the Hood
Milk bottle in front of the Boston Children’s Museum.  

6. While viewing, encourage students to comment on what they notice and what the
pictures make them think about. Give students time to write down questions or
ideas that arise during the viewing.

7. Have groups of students look for roadside attractions for their region of study in
books and the links on the internet.

8. Have students print a photo, if available, and record information.

Motivational Techniques: The first roadside attraction image is one that I have a
personal connection to. As a child, driving down with my family to visit relatives in
Myrtle Beach, S. C. , we saw signs for South of the Border all the way down the coast.
What was South of the Border? We wondered. Could we stop…please! When we arrived
we were somewhat disappointed to find out it was a relatively small place selling t-shirts
and soda. Hopefully this story will inspire students to think of places they’ve seen on
their own family trips or during future ones. The second roadside attraction, the Hood
bottle, is one that many students will recognize.

Assessment: Students will attempt to find and record a roadside attraction for each state
of their particular U.S. region.  Some states will have many examples while others will
not.
Adaptations / Modifications for students:

• Writing while viewing the images is optional.
• Students will work in groups to find information.
• Examples of roadside attractions are available for students to select from after

they have attempted to find some on their own.




