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The Continents: Close-Up

 A continent is a big mass of land. 
It is completely or mostly surrounded by 
water. There are seven continents. The 
continents make up just over 29% of the 
earth’s surface. 

Landmasses
 • The continents are North Ameri-

ca, South America, Europe, Asia, 
Africa, Australia, and Antarctica. 

 • Subcontinents: Greenland and 
the India-Pakistan area 

 • Microcontinents: Madagascar and
  the Seychelles Islands 
 • Oceania: Island groups in the Pa-

cific Ocean 

How Were the Continents Formed?
 At one time, people believed the continents were formed by natural disasters. They blamed 
it on floods, earthquakes, and volcanoes. In 1596, Abraham Ortelius said that the continents fit 
together like a puzzle. He said they had once been joined. Later, they were torn apart.

 Alfred Lothar Wegener later wrote a book. In his book, he wrote about a new theory. He 
called his theory the “Continental Drift.” He believed that the earth had once been one super con-
tinent. He named it Pangaea. This is a Greek word. It means “all lands.” He believed that the large 
landmass was a lighter rock. It floated on a heavier rock. It would be like ice floating on water.

  He believed that the big masses of land 
were still moving. They moved at a rate of 
about one yard each century. He believed that 
Pangaea existed in the Permian Age. It slow-
ly divided into two parts. The upper part was 
named Laurasia. The lower part was named 
Gondwanaland. 

  By the Jurassic Age, the big masses of 
land had moved into seven continents. They 
“drifted” to where they are now.

  Most scientists agreed with this theory. 
In the 1960s, mountain ranges were found 
on the ocean floor. This suggested that the 

Wegener’s theoretical continent, Pangaea, during 
the Permian Age (white outlines indicate current 
continents)
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earth’s crust was made up of about 20 
slabs.  These slabs are called plates.

 This led to a new theory. The the-
ory is known as “Plate Tectonics.” It sug-
gested that these plates move a few inches 
each year. The plates move apart, collide, 
or scrape against each other. 

 Scientists have found out that most 
volcanoes occur along the plate boundar-
ies. Recently, there have been earthquakes 
at the plate boundaries near Indonesia and 
Japan. These have caused tsunamis that killed hundreds of thousands of people. Scientists hope 
that further study will help them better understand the Earth’s story.

The earth’s crust consists of about 20 plates. Plate tectonics suggest that these plates move a few inches 
each year.

Landmasses during the Jurassic Age
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The Continent of North America: Close-Up

 There are seven large landmasses. They are 
called continents. One of these is North America. It 
is the third largest. It is made up of the countries of 
Canada, the United States, Mexico, and Greenland. 
It also includes the countries of Central America and 
the West Indies Islands. North and South America 
form the land that is known as the Western Hemi-
sphere.

 North America is bordered by water. On the 
east is the Atlantic Ocean. On the west is the Pacific 
Ocean. On the north is the Arctic Ocean. On the 
south, it is bordered by the Gulf of Mexico. The Isth-
mus of Panama divides North and South America.  
 There are high and low places in North 
America. The lowest point is Death Valley. It is in 
California. The highest point is Mount McKinley. It 
is in Alaska. These are two popular places to visit.

Major Regions 
 • The first region is the Canadian Shield. The shield includes eastern Canada, most of 

Greenland, and part of the northern United States. Part of the region is frozen wasteland. 
Other parts contain poor soil and large forests. 

 • The second region is the coastal plain. It covers most of the eastern United States and 
Mexico. 

 • The third region is a narrow strip of land. It contains many hills. The Appalachian Mountains 
are in this region.

 • The fourth region is the central plain. It is also known as the Great Plains. It extends from 
southern Canada to Texas. This is where most of the agricultural lands can be found. Most 
of the land is flat. It does have some hills.

 • The fifth region is the western part of the continent. It includes the western United States 
and Canada and Mexico. The Rocky Mountains are part of this area.

Major River Systems and Lakes
 • Lakes and rivers drain into larger bodies of water. The Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River 

drain into the Atlantic Ocean. The Mississippi River drains into the Gulf of Mexico. The 
Mackenzie River drains much of western Canada into the Arctic Ocean.

 • Look on a map. You can see that most of the lakes in North America are in the northern part 
of the continent. The Great Lakes are made up of five freshwater lakes. Lake Superior is the 
largest of these lakes. It is also the largest freshwater lake in the world. 

The Continent of North America: Close-Up
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Tropical Rain Forest

North America’s Climate: Close-Up

 North America has many types of 
climates. In the far north is a cold arctic cli-
mate. In the south, you will find a tropical 
climate.

 • If you go to Alaska, Greenland, and 
northern Canada, you will find they 
have arctic and subarctic climates. 
The region is covered with snow 
and ice. It covers the ground most of 
the year. The winters are very cold. 
There are fewer hours of daylight.  
This makes the nights longer and 
the daytime shorter. There are short, 
mild summers in the southern part 
of this region. The northern part is 
mostly tundra.

 • One region of North America has a 
humid continental climate. This re-
gion is in some of southern Canada 
and the northeast fourth of the United 
States. This type of climate includes 
cold winters and hot summers. It has 
an average amount of rainfall.

 • The southeastern part of the United 
States is in a humid subtropical climate zone. The winters are often warm. The summers 
are hot and humid.

 • Parts of North America with mountains have a highland climate. The northwestern part of 
the United States and the southwest corner of Canada have this type of climate. This region 
has mild winters and warm summers. It also has a large amount of rainfall.

 • Most of the western United States has semi-desert and desert climates. During the day, 
it is very hot. The nights are cool. There is very little rainfall.

 • The west coast of the United States has two types of climates. One climate type is marine 
west coast. The other is Mediterranean climate. The climate in this region is mild. There 
is an average amount of rain that falls each year.

 • Mexico’s climate zones include desert and semi-desert regions. There are also some 
highland and tropical areas. The amount of rain in this area will vary. The winters are mild. 
The summers are hot.

 • Parts of southern Mexico and most of Central America are in a tropical climate zone. The 
climate in this area is very hot. It rains almost daily. There are tropical rain forests in this 
area.

North America’s Climate: Close-Up
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North America’s Resources and Industries: Close-Up

Natural Resources

 Alaska, western Canada, the southwestern United 
States, and eastern Mexico have large pools of petroleum 
(oil) and natural gas under the ground. Many people do not 
want new drilling in Alaska. They believe it will harm the ani-
mals and land. The United States uses a lot of oil. It has to 
import a large amount of oil each year. Imports are things 
that are sold and shipped to us from other countries.

 Coal is mined in the United States and Canada. Other 
minerals mined are iron ore, copper, and lead. Gold and sil-
ver are also mined. 

Industries

 • Agriculture is a major industry throughout much of the continent. About three percent of 
the people in Canada and the United States work in farming. In Mexico, about 23% of the 
people work in farming.

  The plains of Canada and the United States are flat and grassy. They are a great place to 
grow grain and raise livestock. 

  California, Florida, and Texas grow most of the fruits and vegetables. 
           
 • Forestry is a major industry in Canada 

and the western United States. The trees 
are cut down and used to make things like 
lumber and paper.

 • Fishing is the most important industry in 
Greenland. Fishing is also done along the 
entire coast of the continent.

 Canada, the United States, and Mexico 
use huge amounts of energy. These countries 
use nuclear power, coal, and oil.

 Exports are things that are made in one country and sold to another. A major export of the 
United States is food. A major export of Canada is forest products. Mexico’s major export is crude 
oil. 

North America’s Resources and Industries: Close-Up
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North America’s Animal Life: Close-Up

 North America has many animals. Some are raised by peo-
ple. Some live in the wild. 

Mammals 
 • Many mammals live on the continent. Some of the animals 

are domesticated. This means they are tame. Some tame 
animals raised by people are dogs, cats, horses, and live-
stock. 

 • Some mammals are wild. Common mammals include the 
bat, beaver, coyote, fox, opossum, porcupine, raccoon, and wolf. Some of these animals are 
trapped for their fur.

 • Larger mammals include bears, bison, moose, and deer. At one time, people were afraid 
the bison would be wiped out. People began raising them in protected areas or as livestock. 
This has caused the number of bison to grow.

Reptiles
 • Snakes, lizards, and turtles are types of reptiles. There are many poisonous snakes.  Some 

of these snakes are the cottonmouth, rattlesnake, and copperhead. 
 • The Gila monster and beaded lizard are the world’s only poisonous lizards. They live in 

Mexico and the southwestern United States.

Water Animals
 • Many types of freshwater fish live in rivers and lakes. Shellfish and finfish live in the waters 

along the coasts. Whales, dolphins, and sharks live in the oceans off the coasts.

Birds
 • There are over 800 types of birds that live in North America. Some birds 

are very tiny, like the hummingbird. The largest bird is the California con-
dor. 

 • North America has many kinds of marsh and inland water birds. This 
includes herons, ducks, pelicans, and geese. 

 • Birds of prey include eagles, hawks, and falcons.
 • Central America is home to many colorful, tropical birds.

 Over the years, the number of animals has decreased. There 
are several reasons for this. There is less habitat. More pollution 
is in the air, water, and ground. More pesticides are used. These 
chemicals harm birds. Some species of animals no longer are 
living. The passenger pigeon, Carolina parakeet, and heath hen 
have all become extinct. There are groups of people who join 
together to protect animals. These people are called conserva-
tionists. Their work has led some species to slowly increase in 
number.

North America’s Animal Life
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The Native People of North America: Close-Up

 Europeans were not the first people to live in 
North America. Many tribes of native people already 
lived there. These tribes of people became known 
as Indians. Today they are called Native Americans. 
It is believed these people descend from the people 
of northeast Asia. One theory is that people look-
ing for new hunting grounds crossed a land bridge. 
The bridge connected Asia and North America. It no 
longer exists. The bridge was near what is now the 
Bering Strait. These early hunters continued to move 
south. 
 The Native American tribes are divided into 
several major cultural groups. 

  1. The people who live in the northern arctic and 
subarctic regions are known as Northern Hunt-
ers. They include the Aleuts and Inuit. The Inuit 
are also known as Eskimo. They were hunters 
of caribou, polar bear, walrus, and whale.

  2. The Woodland group lived in the eastern part of the continent. They grew crops. They used 
wood for housing, weapons, and canoes. Major woodland tribes included the Algonquian and 
Iroquois. 

  3. The Plains tribes lived in the west central region. They relied on hunting herds of bison. 
Plains tribes included the Comanche and Sioux. 

  4. Pueblo tribes lived in the southwestern United States and northern Mexico. They lived in 
houses made of adobe. Adobe is a sun-dried clay brick. Pueblo tribes included the Apache 
and Navajo. 

  5. The Pacific Northwest tribes included the Chinook and Tlingit. The men were hunters and 
fishers. The women gathered seeds, berries, and nuts for food.

  6. The California tribes of Chumash and Yahi are also known as “seed gatherers of the desert.” 
Their diets include berries, nuts, seeds, and roots. They are known for their basket weavers.

  7. The Great Basin and Plateau tribes include the Nez Perce and Shoshone. They lived in the 
western region of what is now the United States and Canada. They were between the Rocky 
Mountains and the coastal ranges.

  8. The Southeast tribes include the Cherokee and Choctaw. They lived in what is now the 
southern and southeastern United States.

  9. Mexican tribes included the ancient Aztecs. They grew maize. This is a type of corn. Other 
tribes are the Concho and Yaqui.

10. Central American tribes included the ancient Mayan culture. They are famous for their pyra-
mids. The Mixtec and Zapotec are other tribes of this region.
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The People of North America: Close-Up

The indigenous people of North America did not come from Europe. They were already 
living here when Europeans arrived. Christopher Columbus thought he had landed in the East 
Indies islands. He called the people he met Indians. Today, we use the term Native Americans.

Population 
Most people in North America have ancestors who came from Europe. 

 Canada
  • British Isles: 35%
  • French: 16%

 United States
  • British or Irish: 30%
  • German and Scandinavian: 21%
  • Hispanic: 16.3%
  • African-American: 12.6%
  • Asian: 4.8%
  • Native American: 0.9%

 Mexico and Central America
  • Mestizo: 60%

  A mestizo is a person of mixed Native American 
  and European descent. 
 • Native American: 30%
 • European: 10%

In North America, about 75% of the people live in large cities or 
urban areas. Mexico City and New York City are in the top 20 largest cities 
in the world. 

Language
There may be several languages spoken in a country. However, there is one main language 

spoken by most of the people. English is the main language in the United States and Canada. 
French is used by about one-third of the people in Canada. 
Spanish is the main language in Mexico and Central America. 

Religion 
Christianity is the main religion of North America. It can 

be divided into two groups. These groups are Protestant and 
Roman Catholic. There are also large communities of Jews in 
Canada and the United States. The number of Muslims in North 
America is also increasing.

The People of North America: Close-Up
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Canada: Close-Up

 Both French and English explorers and settlers 
came to what is now known as Canada. The British took 
over when they captured the French city of Quebec. 
They did this in 1759. In 1931, Canada was declared to 
be independent. This means they were able to govern 
themselves. It was still part of the British Empire. Today, it 
is a constitutional monarchy. It uses the parliamentary 
system to govern. This means that the king or queen of 
England is the official head of state. However, people are elected to run the country. A prime 
minister heads the government. The prime minister is the head of the political party that has the 
most members in the House of Commons. This is one of the two houses of Parliament.

 Canada has ten provinces. They are like the states in the United States. It has three 
territories. They have a more limited government.  A fewer number of people live there.

Provinces

 • The eastern provinces include: Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and 
New Brunswick. Fishing is a major industry.

 • Quebec is Canada’s largest province. Four out of five people who live in Quebec speak 
French. French was made the official language of Quebec in 1974. 

 • The central provinces are Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta. Farming is a 
main industry. They raise cattle and crops. 

 • British Columbia is Canada's most western province. The Rocky Mountains cover most of 
British Columbia’s land. Vancouver is Canada’s major port on the Pacific Ocean.

Territories

 • Canada's three territories are the Northwest Territories, the Yukon Territory, and Nunavut. 
They are mostly tundra. This area has poor soil and a cold climate. It is rich in mineral 
deposits. It is the home to many of the Inuit. They are also known as Eskimos.

 Canada and the United States share a long border. The two nations are major trading 
partners. Trade with Canada is about 20% of the total of U.S. exports. Canada’s trade with the 
United States is about 74% of its imports and 86% of its exports.

 The Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence Seaway make up Canada’s most important waterway. 
The Seaway was finished in 1959. It helped Montreal and Toronto to become ports for ocean-going 
ships.

Canada: Close-Up
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The United States: Close-Up

 The United States is made up of 50 states. The 
first 48 states make up what is often called the continen-
tal United States. Alaska and Hawaii are not joined by 
land to the other states. 

 The number of people living in the United States 
is over 308 million. New York City, Los Angeles, and Chi-
cago are the three largest cities in the nation.

Geographical Facts
 • Alaska is covered by tundra. It has a subarctic climate. The Hawaiian Islands are in the 

Pacific Ocean. They are the tops of volcanoes. They have a mild, almost tropical type of 
weather.

 • The continental states have three main areas. The eastern coastal area and the Appalachian 
Mountains were the first to be settled. The Great Plains stretch from the Appalachian Moun-
tains in the east to the Rocky Mountains in the west. The Rocky Mountains, the Cascades 
Range, and the Sierra Nevadas divide the plains from the western coastal area.

 • The highest point in the United States is Mount McKinley in Alaska. The lowest point is 
Death Valley in California. The highest point in the continental United States is Mount 
Whitney in California. 

 • The Missouri, Mississippi, and Red Rivers form the nation’s main waterways. They drain 
most of the central two-thirds of the land. The Mississippi is the longest river in the United 
States. The United States has many lakes. There are five lakes that make up the Great 
Lakes. The Great Salt Lake is in Utah.

History Overview
 The first European explorers were the Spanish. They explored the southern and southeast-
ern regions. Many early French settlers were fur trappers and traders. The first English settlement 
was in 1607. The English gained control of most of the land. The American colonies were ruled by 
England. This changed after the Revolutionary War.

 The United States was rich in resources. It soon became a leading manufacturing nation. 
The United States had not been very active in world events until after the Spanish-American War 
in the 1890s. After the war, America kept on growing as a major world power and industrial na-
tion.

 After World War II, the United States led world trade. Then, other nations recovered from the 
war. They worked on building their economies. They competed more with American trade. In the 
1980s, the United States began importing more things than they exported. This was the first time 
that had happened. Today, it still imports more than it exports.

The United States: Close-Up
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Mexico: Close-Up

 The official name of Mexico is The United 
Mexican States. In Spanish, it is Los Estados Unidos 
Mexicanos. 

Geography

 • Mexico shares a very long border with the United 
States. To the south, Mexico shares its border with 
Guatemala and Belize. Its western coast is on the 
Pacific Ocean. The eastern coast is on the Gulf of 
Mexico.

 • The types of weather and landforms vary in Mexico. It has many mountains. In Mexico, you 
will find large deserts. There are beautiful sand beaches and jungle wetlands. 

 • Many mineral resources are found in Mexico. There is not much land for farming. The main 
crops include beans, corn, sugar cane, and rice.

 • Mexico’s main industries include oil and tourism. It may have the largest oil reserve in the 
Western Hemisphere. But the oil is hard to get to. Auto plants and steel mills are producing 
more after the recent global recession.

Facts of Interest

 More people in Mexico speak Spanish than in any other country in the world. It is the sec-
ond-largest Roman Catholic nation in the world. 

 There is a colorful mixture in Mexico’s culture. The main blend is of Spanish and Native 
American culture. Ancient civilizations included the Mayan, Olmec, Toltec, and Aztec. 

 Mexico is a nation of contrast. It has ruins of very old cities. There are churches from the 
Spanish colonial period. You can also see modern skyscrapers. Colorful fiestas or celebrations 
are part of Mexico’s culture. People enjoy going to bullfights, soccer games, and rodeos. The 
people observe most Roman Catholic religious celebrations.

 Up until the 1990s, Mexico was growing faster than other places in the world. It has some of 
the world’s largest slums. The number of people without jobs grows each year. However, there are 
some wealthy people in Mexico. Mexico City is the capital of Mexico. The number of people living 
in this region makes it the third-largest urban area in the world. 

 Mexico has many places people want to visit. They want to see ancient ruins. There are also 
resort cities they want to visit. Two of these cities are Cancún and Acapulco.

Mexico: Close-Up
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Central America: Close-Up

 Seven nations make up the region 
known as Central America. Each country is 
unique. Except for Belize, Spanish is the ma-
jor language. English is the official language 
of Belize. 

 Most Costa Ricans descend from 
people who came from Europe. Most people 
of EI Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua are 
mestizo. This is a person of mixed native and 
Spanish backgrounds. Many citizens of Be-
lize and Panama are of African descent. 

 Farming is the main industry in the re-
gion. Bananas, coffee, and sugar are all ma-
jor exports. Exports are items that are sold and shipped to other countries. Ranchers raise sheep 
for wool. They raise cattle for beef.

 Fishing, mining, and forestry are other main industries. Coal, copper, and gold are some of 
the minerals found in the region. Fish and seafood are caught for export. 

 The number of small factories has gone up in the last several years. The number of people 
visiting the area grows each year. This is important to the economy of Central America.

Nations of Central America
 • Guatemala was the site of the ancient Mayas. In recent years, constant fighting has hurt its 

economy. People from other countries do not want to invest in the economy.  Tourism has 
dropped because people do not feel safe when visiting the area.

 • Belize was known as British Honduras. It changed its name when it gained its indepen-
dence in 1981.

 • Honduras is one of the poorest nations in Central America. It does not have much industry. 
Unrest among its neighbors threatens its peace.

 • EI Salvador is the smallest and most densely populated nation. This means people are 
crowded together in a small area. For many years, only a few families owned the land. 
This has changed. The land has now been divided among more people. Not everyone has 
agreed with this change. This has caused unrest in the nation.

 • Nicaragua recently suffered from fighting between two groups of soldiers. The number of 
people living here grows each year. This makes it difficult for the economy to grow.

 • Costa Rica has the most stable government. It has been a peaceful republic since 1949. It 
has the highest standard of living. Most of the people can read and write.  People live longer 
there than in other countries in the region. 

 • Panama is famous for its canal. It opened in 1914. The Panama Canal joins the Atlantic and 
Pacific Oceans. This saves long trips for ships.  

MEXICO

Central America: Close-Up
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North America’s Islands: Close-Up

 North America has hundreds of islands off its coasts. Most of the islands are part of each 
nearby country. Some islands are independent nations. 

 The largest island in the world is Greenland. It is found in the 
North Atlantic Ocean. It is about one-third the size of the continental 
United States. It is part of Denmark, but it has its own government. 
Sheet glaciers cover over 80% of Greenland. Sheet glaciers are also 
called ice caps. There are about 50,000 people living there. Many of 
them are Eskimos.

The West Indies

 The Bahamas are a group of over 
700 islands. Only 22 of these islands have 
anyone living on them. They are in the At-
lantic Ocean. Even so, they are often called 
Caribbean islands. The Bahamas have their 

own govern-
ment. They 
are still a part 
of the Brit-
ish Common-
wealth. The capital of the Bahamas is Nassau. Many people enjoy 
visiting there each year. Tourism is the main industry.
 

The Greater Antilles include the larger islands located across the northern edge of the Caribbean 
Sea.

 Cuba is the largest of the West Indies islands. It also has the most people. The Spanish 
took control of the island in 1511. After the Spanish-American War 
in 1898, it came under U.S. protection. In 1958, a revolution put a 
communist government into power. The leader was Fidel Castro. Ha-
vana is the capital. It is only 92 miles by sea from Florida. Farming is 
Cuba’s main industry. Sugar cane and tobacco are important crops. 
Tourism is also a major industry. 

 Puerto Rico is another place people like to visit. Farming was 
the main industry until the mid-1950s. Then more factories were built. 
Sugar cane, tobacco, and coffee are major crops. In 1952, Puerto 
Rico became a commonwealth. Puerto Ricans are citizens of the 
United States. 

ATLANTIC OCEAN
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Hispaniola: The Dominican Republic and Haiti share an island 
named Hispaniola. The two countries have little in common. Colum-
bus landed on this island in 1492.

 The Dominican Republic has a Hispanic culture. Most of its 
people are of Spanish or mixed Spanish and African ancestry. Santo 
Domingo is the capital city. It is the oldest city in the Western Hemi-
sphere. 

 Haiti is a poor, overpopulated country. It has had a strong 
French influence in its culture. Most of its people are of African and 
French descent. A 7.0 magnitude earthquake in January 2010 killed 
as many as 316,000 people in Haiti. Over a million people were left 
homeless.

 Jamaica has many mountains. 
Columbus visited the island in 1494. It was ruled by the Spanish until 
the British took control in 1655. It became an independent part of the 
British Commonwealth in 1962. For many years, African slaves were 
brought over to work in the sugar cane and coffee fields. Farming is 
still an important part of Jamaica’s economy. Today, the island’s main 
industry is tourism.

The Lesser Antilles are the smaller islands in a curve around the eastern edge of the Caribbean 
Sea.
 

 The Virgin Islands are divided into the British Virgin Islands 
and the United States Virgin Islands. There are 36 islands in the Brit-
ish Virgin Islands. The U.S. Virgin Islands has 50 islands. St. Croix, 
St. Thomas, and St. John are the three largest islands. The United 
States bought the U.S. Virgin Islands from Denmark in 1917.

 The islands have a mild climate. The scenery is very beauti-
ful. Tourist trade is the main industry. There is duty-free and sales-tax-free shopping. This is why 
people who visit buy imported goods from around the world in Virgin Island cities. 

North America’s Islands: Close-Up


