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Overview

The unit was designed for a sixth grade class with the intention on teaching

students about the physical and cultural geography of Africa.  The lesson were based on

the standards in the Massachusetts History and Social Science Curriculum Frameworks

for sixth grade classrooms.  The lessons address history and geography standards that are

general (identifying how atlases are organized) as well as standards that are specific to

the continent of Africa, such as locating the continent on a world map and recognizing

countries and major cities of Africa.

Another factor in this unit selection was to promote personal learning of the

continent.  I barely recall any learning in my prior education on the continent.  I wanted

to learn not only about the physical landmarks of Africa, but also about the people of

Africa.  I feel like in our technologically connected world, we should learn about the

various people that occupy our planet.

The Africa unit is an attempt to dispel myths of Africa that are perpetuated in

textbooks and through the media. Throughout the unit, students will learn that Africa is a

continent representing many countries and cultures.  Students will learn the people of

Africa embody many different cultures.  Students will also learn that Africa does not

consist solely of villages, Africa has major cities.  Students will walk away from these

lesson with a greater understanding for the similarities and differences of Africa, not only

the people, but also the physical geography of the continent.
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Research Summary

Teaching Geography – Beyond the Map

When some people think of geography, they may recall a class in which they

looked at a map and located states or nations on maps.  They may have learned of

geographical terminology and learned the capitals of states or countries.  The idea of

geography needs to be expanded as we are living in an increasingly connected global

sphere.  Students need to study geography to dispel stereotypes, gain knowledge of

different cultures, and examine and scrutinize current events.  How can we expect the

students of today to become leaders of tomorrow without an understanding of the world

that they live in?

Carano and Berson (2007) write that several studies have shown that youths and

young adults in the United States are lacking geographical wisdom.  The deficiency of

geographical knowledge can be seen is stark when compared to the awareness of peers

from other industrialized nations from across the globe.  Some American students are

unable to locate countries such as Brazil or Iraq on a world map.

Not only are students unable to locate where certain countries are on a map, they

are also susceptible to stereotypes that are portrayed in the media.  It is important to note

that some stereotypes are perpetuated in classroom textbooks; these textbooks may show

a distorted view of foreign cultures.  An important part of education, especially in the

case of social studies, is learning how to sort through bias in the media and textbooks.

Several suggestions are offered to aid students in geography scholarship.  Carano

and Berson (2007) suggest using technology in the classroom to breakdown some of the

barriers in this discipline.  They suggest that Internet offers interconnectivity to other

students across the globe.  Through this strategy, learners can share their thoughts and

ideas with other learners.  The website http://www.epals.com/?id=siteLogo, offers

students and teachers the opportunity to communicate with students across the globe.

Another suggestion is to use new web sites to allow students to be cognizant of

world events.  This allows students to see what events are occupying the headlines and

thoughts of the countries that they are studying.  It would be valuable for students to
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compare and contrast foreign headlines with those of the world headlines that are

published in the United States.

A third technological initiative is to use map sites such as Google Maps to

become aware of the world’s physical makeup.  Through map sites such as Google,

students are granted virtual access to new environments that are thousands of miles away

from their homes and classrooms.  Students can explore terrain that they may never get to

experience first hand.

Another suggestion to enhance pupils’ global awareness is to immerse them in a

current “hot topic”.  Sweeney (1997)  captures the essence of a project done with fourth

grade students on the subject of the South African apartheid and elections of the mid

1990’s.  The students were exposed to documentaries, photographs, literature, and news

headlines about the apartheid.  The students connected this period with that of the

American Civil Rights movement.

These learners participated in a multi-disciplinary study of South Africa.  Their

exposure to South Africa had connections to math, reading, writing, music, and art.  The

students also taught their new knowledge to their peers at the school through a play that

was to be performed to other students at the school in grades three through five.   Not

only did this experience expose the students to another culture and geography, they

became experts in the subject and were able to teach their peers.

Geography is not a subject that is just limited to maps and technical terms.  It is a

subject that exposes learners to world events.  Through the study of geography, students

can become citizens of the world by learning about other people is distant lands. This

allows students to be empathetic to plights of people who are not as fortunate as they are.

It also rejects myths that students may have of citizens of other countries.  Students in the

United States may discover that their interests may mirror those of their peers in foreign

countries.  The comprehensive study of geography exposes the commonalities that exist

between all people of the planet.
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Lesson Plans
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Where in the world is Africa?

Africa Unit – Initial Lesson Plan – Sixth Grade

Purpose:

Based on the Massachusetts State Frameworks, students have worked on map and globe

skills in their elementary school education.  In this lesson students will extend their

knowledge of geographic terms and apply them to the continent of Africa.

Objectives:

•  Students will locate the continent of Africa on a world map.

•  Students will demonstrate an understanding that Africa is comprised of over fifty

countries.

•  Students will label the African countries and their capitals.

•  Students will distinguish the major regions of the continent.

•  Students will name significant geographical features of Africa.

Connection to the MA State History and Social Science Frameworks (Sixth Grade):

5. Identify how current world atlases are organized and the kind of information they

provide for each continent and country.

A.1 On a map of the world, locate the continent of Africa, the Atlantic Ocean, the Indian

Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea, and the Great Rift Valley.  On a map of Africa, locate the

northern, eastern, western, central, and southern regions of Africa, the Sahara Desert, the

Nile River, Lake Victoria, Mount Kilimanjaro, and the Cape of Good Hope.

A.2 Use a map key to locate the countries and major cities in Africa.

Materials:

Africa is Not a Country, by Margy Burns Knight

World map large enough for entire class to see

World map handouts for each student

Africa map copies for each student (countries labeled by number)
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Corresponding numbered sheet for labeling countries

One atlas per four students

Pencils

Colored pencils, crayons, or markers

Social studies folder

Labeled African map for student assessment

Procedures:

Activating Activity:  Read Africa is Not a Country aloud to the class.

Core Procedures:

1. Ask the class what they know about Africa (this can be country names, geographic

regions, major geographical landmarks, or notable Africans).

2. Distribute world maps to each student.

3. Ask a student volunteer to identify Africa on the large class map.

4. Instruct the class to locate Africa after they see their peer identify it on the classroom

map.

5. Ask a students how big Africa is in comparison to the rest of the continents.

6.  Discuss the size of the continent.

7. Ask and then discuss how many countries Africa consists of.

8. Distribute blank maps of Africa to each student.

9. Assign students to six pre-determined groups.

10. Distribute atlas to each group.

11. Distribute crayons, colored pencils, and markers to the class.

12. Students will use atlases to identify African countries and label them on their maps.

13. Students will be instructed to also name and label each nations capital on the map.

14. Students will color each country and will be instructed to make sure that each

adjacent country is not the same color.

15. After completing the exercise, students (in their groups) will show the teacher their

Africa maps.

16. Students will file the completed maps in their social studies folder.
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Closing Procedure: Students will be assigned different groups for the next day’s lesson.

There will be five groups to study the northern, eastern, western, middle, and southern

regions.

Assessment:

The teacher will look over each student’s map in comparison to the master copy to ensure

that all countries were identified correctly.

Modifications:

•  Students with ADHD can be assigned the role of materials distributors.

•  The map of Africa will be labeled by number and a separate sheet of paper with

those numbers will be available for students to label the smaller land-locked

countries.

•  Students will be asked to identify twenty-five of the countries instead of all fifty-

three African countries.

Extensions:

Students can write down questions that they would like answers to about Africa.


