Finding Their Place:
Students and Geography
• Keep ’em Reading •

by | Judith Snyder

Grades
K–2, 3–5

Studying geography helps students develop a sense
of place and broadens their understanding of the
world. Geography is not just about where objects
are on a map; the field also incorporates the physical, human, and environmental characteristics of
places and the ways in which they all interact.
Explore these concepts in the library setting with
activities that ignite higher-level thinking.
Primary students’ love of picture books makes
these particular titles a great introduction to geography concepts. Intermediate students can deepen
their understanding with a team scavenger hunt,
and use the collected information to plan an imaginary class trip.
Primary Grades
Younger students must be grounded in their own
environment before they can understand the larger
world. Referencing what they know before presenting new information helps to build connections
that are the foundation for future learning. Picture
book read-alouds, both fiction and non-fiction, can
do this while introducing new concepts and sparking curiosity.

•

Light Up the Night by Jean Reidy

A young boy’s imagination takes him on an adventure through the vast universe and brings him back
to bedroom, where he is tucked into his bed with
his favorite red and white blanket. The rhythm of
the cumulative verse creates a pleasing read aloud
experience.
Skills
• Analyzing the world in spatial terms, using
mental maps to organize geographical information and noting different forms of transportation.
Activities
• Read the story the first time to appreciate the
rhythm and sounds of the words. Then scan
the pages to identify the type of transportation
the boy uses on each page.

•

Print the list of words of geographical terms
from the book found on Web Resource A:
Geographical Terms (see page 5), and cut
them apart. Draw twelve large concentric half
circles (like a rainbow with twelve colors) on
the board. Discuss and demonstrate the meaning of the geographical terms. Then, as the
story is read a second time, ask a student to
tape each word in the correct concentric half
circle. When finished, point out how each
word, from center out, describes our expanding world.
Give students a copy of Web Resource B: My
Universe (see page 6), or ask them to create
their own mind map for their universe. Explain
that in their lives, their inner circles will be different, but that many of the outer circles will
be similar to the ones in the book. Model how
to fill in the circles in the first box by using
their current position in the library. The inner
circle is their desk, next circle the library, and
November 2011 Web Resources • LibrarySparks • 1

Keep ’em Reading

•

the third circle the school. Instruct students
to choose three additional places in their lives
and write or draw these in the other three sections.
For other cross-curricular lessons visit http://
www.jeanreidy.com.

•

Our Earth by Anne Rockwell

This easy-to-read nonfiction book uses pictures
with minimal text to describe earth’s diverse climates and how the earth is constantly changing.
It provides a good introduction to different land
formations and habitats.
Skill
• Describing how land features are formed and
changed
Activity
• Before reading the book, tell students that
they will be asked to draw two pictures showing something they learn about the earth from
the book. After reading each new concept,
stop and ask students to identify the main
idea. Write a few key words on the board
for future reference. When finished reading,
provide students with Web Resource C:
Geography Terms and Habitats Worksheet/
Template (see page 7) to record their information. If computers are available, put the
template on each computer for student work.
How I Learned Geography by Uri
Shulevitz

The author tells his story about living as a refugee with little food.
One day his father returns with
a map instead of dinner. Uri and
his mother go to sleep angry and
hungry that night. Over time the
map stimulates Uri’s imagination
transporting him to exotic places,
ultimately helping him forget about
his poverty.
Skills
• Identifying how people use the physical
environment, Using pictures and captions in
research
Activities
• Provide students with a map of the world. Let
them explore the land shapes and oceans like
Uri Shulevitz did in the book. Introduce them
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to the use of colors for land and water, and the
symbols for mountains and rivers. Pronounce
names of places they find but can’t read.
Like Shulevitz, let students imagine these far
away exotic places and then draw their visions
on a blank paper. Then gather
books of the regions chosen by
the students. Demonstrate how
to use pictures and captions in
these books to collect information.
As students research pictures
and captions in the non-fiction
books, ask them to share the differences and similarities in their
imaginative drawing with what
they see in the non-fiction book
pictures.
Ask students to find pictures showing types of
shelter, food, clothes and habitat of the place
and to draw their information using Web
Resource D: Using Pictures and Captions in
Nonfiction Books (see page 8).
As students share their information with the
class, guide the discussion to include how the
land affects the way people live.

The Journey of Oliver K. Woodman by
Darcy Pattison

Tamika’s uncle builds Oliver, a wooden man, and
sends him off into the world with only a pack and a
letter stating that he needs to get across the United
States to Tamika’s house in California. Letters sent
to the uncle from people, who help along the way,
become the basis of the story that tells of Oliver’s
adventures.
Searching for Oliver K. Woodman by
Darcy Pattison

Private investigator Imogene, another wooden person, is built and sent to find Oliver, who has gotten
lost. With the help of a journalist and other travelers, Imogene finds Oliver and all are reunited with
Tamika’s family for a special event. In both books,
Oliver travels across the U.S.; the first is a more
southern journey, and the second is a northern
route.
Skills
• Reading maps, using map keys, differentiating
among types of maps
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Activities
• Read both books and identify the differences in
the journeys.
• Using a political map, discuss the symbols
in the key and repeat using a physical map.
Demonstrate how to plot both of Oliver’s journeys. Give students a blank map and help
them find and label the cities, major rivers and
mountains that Oliver visited.
• Using a mileage chart or the map scale, determine the number of miles between each city
and the total number of miles traveled on both
of Oliver’s trips.
• Brainstorm special places in your city or town.
Ask students to write a letter to Tamika’s uncle
about an adventure with Oliver or Imogene.
• For cross-curricular lessons go to: http://oliverkwoodman.com
World of Wonder: People and Places
by Gerard Cheshire; When the Giant Stirred:
Legend of a Volcanic Island by Celia Godkin

Both books explore how people adapt to habitats
and how and why the landscape has changed.
Skill
• Describing how human
and natural processes
shape the land
Activities
• Read When the Giant
Stirred and explain to
the class that as a fiction book, it tells a
story, but it also contains some factual information. Discuss what
they think might have actually happened.
• Display World of Wonder: People and Places.
Explain that many non-fiction books do not
need to be read from beginning to end. Rather,
the reader may want to pick and choose the
information by flipping through the pages or
scanning the table of contents or index.
• To focus learning on how human and natural
processes shape the land, read the following
two sections to the class: “Why Are Some Places
Dangerous to Live In?” and “How Do People
Harm the Places They Live In?”
• Present additional books or web sites about
specific natural and human disasters (i.e., the

FEMA for Kids web page for information and
learning games at http://www.fema.gov/kids/
index.htm)
• Together, create a list of the different types of
disasters. Provide Web Resource E: Natural &
Human Disasters Worksheet/Template (see
page 9). Ask the class to draw a picture and
label two different types of disasters in each category. On the back of the paper, draw two more
pictures showing ways people can protect themselves prior to or during the disasters.
Where People Live by Angela Royston
This non-fiction book discusses the reasons why
people choose to live where they do and how the
habitat affects choices in building and transportation.
Skill
• Explaining how habitat influences house materials and structure
Activity
• Borrow this book from other libraries so that
small groups can each have a copy for reference
during the assignment. After reading, have students fold a paper in half and draw two different
types of houses seen in the book. Instruct them
to write a sentence at the bottom of each picture
that tells the country in which the homes were
built and what materials were used.
Intermediate Grades
Whenever we travel, it’s good to know about the
destination ahead of time. That way we know the
places and activities that will heighten our enjoyment of the trip. Such planning often requires
research into the physical, cultural, and environmental aspects of geography, but it’s fun because it
enhances our anticipation.
Emphasize this fun and practical application of geographical study with your students as
they plan an imaginary class trip. Start with a U.S.
Geography Scavenger Hunt. Put the class into five
teams and assign each team a region (New England,
Mid-Atlantic, South, Midwest, Southwest, West).
Provide each team with Web Resource F: The U.S.
Geography Scavenger Hunt Activity Sheet (see
pages 10–14), describing the tasks. The groups can
divide the tasks and work individually, in pairs, or in
triads during the allotted time. The more time you
have available, the more tasks students will be able
to complete.
November 2011 Web Resources • LibrarySparks • 3

Keep ’em Reading

Regions
•

New England
Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts,
New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Vermont

•

Mid-Atlantic
Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey,
New York, Pennsylvania, Washington D.C.

•

The South
Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia,
Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina,
South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, West Virginia

•

Midwest
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas,
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska,
North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, Wisconsin

•

Southwest
Arizona, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Texas

•

The West
Alaska, Colorado, California, Hawaii,
Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah,
Washington, Wyoming
The team chooses four states within their region
to research. Each task is assigned points for completion. More difficult tasks that require multiple answers/
higher-level thinking receive more points. Evaluate
the answers and assign points to each completed task.
Provide immediate feedback for the teams and help
manage your grading time by reading and allocating
points on their papers during their work time. The
group with the highest points receives an award (passes
to the library, bookmarks, posters, pat on the back,
etc.).
When the scavenger hunt is completed, groups
must compile information to create an itinerary for an
imaginary class trip through their region. Plot the trip
on a map, list the miles to drive, the amount of gas
needed for the bus, and the places to visit, and record
the information on paper or computer. If time allows,
let each group create a short slide show with pictures of
the places they will visit. During the oral presentation,
the team explains what the class will be doing or seeing
at each stop along the way.
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Online Resources
• U.S. Diplomatic Mission Web Page
http://usa.usembassy.de/travel-regions.htm
Gives a map showing the states and additional sites
for reference about each region.
• FEMA for Kids Web Page
http://www.fema.gov/kids/index.htm
Provides information about natural disasters and
safety procedures, along with learning games.
• National Park Service Web Page
www.nps.gov/index.htm
Students can search for national parks and trails by
state. Includes specific information about each park
and activities available. Special pages for teachers
include curriculum guides and the kids’ pages provide fun games and activities.
❖❖❖

Judith Snyder is a seasoned teacher/librarian in Colorado, as
well as a professional storyteller and freelance writer. Judith is
the author of the Jump-start Your Library series, three books
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Web Resource A

Light Up the Night
Geographic Terms
Directions: Copy onto card stock and cut apart.

My
My Galaxy
Universe
& Stars
My Planets
My
& Sun
Earth
My
My
Hemisphere Continent
My
My
Country
Town
My
My
Street
House
My
My
Room
Bed
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Web Resource B
Name: _____________________________________

My Universe
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Web Resource C
Name: _____________________________________

Geography Terms and Habitats
Directions: Draw a picture of two concepts you learned from the book.
Then write information that you learned about one or both concepts into a sentence.
Picture 1

Picture 2

Sentence: ___________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________.
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Web Resource D
Name: _____________________________________

Using Pictures and Captions
in Nonfiction Books
Directions: After reading the pictures and captions in your books, draw an example of common
shelter, food, clothes, and habitat in this region. Compare it to your imaginary drawing.

The Place I Researched: _______________________________________________
Food

Clothes

Shelter

Habitat
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Web Resource E
Name: _____________________________________

Natural & Human Disasters
Directions: Illustrate and label two different types of disasters in each category.
On the back of the paper, draw two more pictures showing ways people can protect
themselves before or during such disasters.

Natural Disasters

Human Disasters
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Web Resource F
Name: _____________________________________

The U.S. Geography Scavenger
Hunt Activity Sheet
Directions: Work to complete as many of the tasks as possible in the time allotted. Points will be
determined by the quality of the answer. Tasks that require critical thinking skills have the potential for
more points. Search in books or on the Internet, and be sure to cite your sources.

POSSIBLE
POINTS

TASK

1

Name the state’s capital city.

5

Geographical reason it became
the capital

4

Name 2 regional cultural
landmarks. Tell why they are
important.

4

Describe the major landforms in
the region.
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REGION: _______________________________
STATE IN REGION: ____________________

Web Resource F

6

How do people use these
landforms?

3

List the major bodies of water in
this region.

6

How do people use the bodies
of water?

1

Name a national park in this
region.

5

Reasons why park named above
was designated a national park.

3

Name the major economic
activities in this region.
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Web Resource F

8

Geographic reasons for the
major economic activity.

5

Name a historical landmark
in the region. Did the physical
geography affect this landmark
or the events that took place
there?

4

What natural disasters or
weather occurrences could affect
people in the state?

6

How does the climate affect the
people in this state?

9

Name the main land regions.
Tell how they affect the way
people live.
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Web Resource F

4

Name 2 main tourist attractions.
Tell what there is to do.

4

Name 2 unusual tourist
attractions. Describe.

5

Tell about an environmental
problem in this region and how
people have solved it, or are
working to solve it.

4

Choose an important structure
in the region (e.g., buildings,
bridges, canals, highways,
oilrigs, nuclear power plants,
etc.). Tell why it was built and
how it is used today.

5

What impact does this structure
have on the land?
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Web Resource F

3

Name the Native American
tribes that lived in the state
originally.

8

Tell how the Native Americans
used the geography of the land
to survive.

Source #1: __________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
Source #2: __________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
Source #3: __________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
Source #4: __________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
Source #5: __________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
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