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Introduction

Recent studies suggest that geography has been a neglected subject. One possible 
cause could be the emphasis that is placed on teaching the subjects of math, science, 
and reading. Research indicates that the amount of time spent teaching geography 
is insufficient, resulting in students who are geographically “illiterate.” Hands-On 
Geography contains a variety of activities designed to increase students’ interest, 
knowledge, and awareness of geography. 

Geography was once divided into two main categories: physical geography and 
human geography. Today, geography crosses over into other sciences, such as 
cultural anthropology, demographics, economics, sociology, and zoology. Geography 
is now better defined as a branch of science that includes all parts of the earth’s 
physical features and populations. Geography includes the study of almost 
anything about the earth, such as land, sea, and air features and the distribution of 
plants, animals, and people. The list seems to be endless. The study of geography 
is different from other sciences because it examines its topics from the view of 
where they are located and what relationship they have to the things around them. 
The hands-on activities in this book reflect the five themes of geography published 
in the Guidelines for Geographic Education: location, place, human/environment 
interaction, movement, and regions.

The focus of this book is not for students to simply memorize place names and their 
locations around the United States, but rather to understand the concepts behind the 
names and to recognize the relationships between places in the country. The first 
section of the book contains activities that concentrate on strengthening map skills and 
understanding the five themes of geography. The second section of the book includes 
hands-on activities to reinforce a variety of geography concepts centered around the 
United States. The third section is comprised of charts, graphs, and diagrams that 
students will encounter on standardized tests. Finally, the appendix contains a variety 
of rubrics, graphic organizers, the National Geography Standards, and an answer key.

Suggested activities for the United States Map on pages 6-7:
• Make a copy of the map for each student. Have students label each state, draw a  

star for each capital city, color each state using different-colored pencils, and 
label the significant bodies of water. 

• Make an enlarged copy of the map. Using different-colored markers, color each 
state. Laminate the map. Place the map and a black, write-on/wipe-away marker at 
a social studies center. Provide time for each student to label the states correctly. 
Include a smaller, labeled version of the map at the center for self-checking.

• Make an enlarged copy of the map. Using different-colored markers, color each  
state. With a black permanent marker, write each state’s name. Laminate the map.
Cut out each state to make a puzzle. Place the map puzzle in a social studies    
center. Provide time for each student to assemble the states correctly. Include a   
smaller, labeled version of the map at the center for self-checking.
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Map of the United States
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Drawing a Compass Rose

A compass rose is a representation of the directions on a map. Sometimes a compass 
rose shows the four main directions: north, south, east, and west. The letters N, S, 
E, and W stand for these directions. These are called the cardinal directions. Other 
times, a compass rose shows both the cardinal directions and the intermediate 
directions: northeast, northwest, southeast, and southwest. The letters NE, NW, SE, 
and SW stand for the four intermediate directions. The intermediate directions are 
located halfway between the cardinal directions.

The compass rose helps show the directions of things on a map. Not every map shows 
the north pole, but most maps do have compass roses. 

Directions: Choose two of the above compass roses to draw in the boxes provided. In 
the third box, design a compass rose. Label the cardinal and intermediate directions. 
Remember that north (N) must be at the top of each compass rose.
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Creating Map Symbols

Maps are drawings of places. Map symbols are marks or drawings on the map 
that represent actual things. The symbols are also shown in a map key. A map key 
explains what each symbol represents. 

Directions: The following are some common map symbols. Write the number of each 
symbol shown beside the correct word below.

_____ airport _____ bridge _____ capital _____ city

_____ forest _____ highway _____ lake _____ mountains

_____ railroad _____ river _____ road _____ school 

Directions: Use the map to answer the following questions.

13. The capital is named _________________.

14. The cities are named  _________________ 
    and ____________________.

15. Name the river. ______________________

16.  Kelsey is _____________________________
    (direction) of Cindy.

17. The mountains are named ____________.

18. Name the forest. _____________________

1. 2. 3. 4.

5. 6. 7. 8.

9. 10. 11. 12.

Map Key
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Using a Map Scale

A map scale explains how real distances on the earth relate to distances on a map. A 
map scale shows distances in both miles (mi.) and kilometers (km). Knowing how to 
read a map scale is necessary to understand actual distance. To measure distances on 
a map, you will need a ruler. Note the illustrations below.

A B

Directions: 
Use the map on page 11 to complete this activity. 

1. Use a ruler to measure the distance in inches between Rock Springs and Claire. If 
you measured correctly, the distance is 1".

2. Now, place the ruler on the map scale. How many miles does 1" equal? If you 
measured correctly, the answer is 100 mi.

3.  Next, use the ruler to measure the distance in centimeters between Rock Springs 
and Claire. If you measured correctly, the distance is 2.5 cm. 

4. Place the ruler on the map scale. How many kilometers does 2.5 cm equal? If you 
measured correctly, the answer is 160 km.
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1. How many miles does the scale on the map of Edison show? __________  

2. How many miles is it from Claire to Spring City? __________

3. How many kilometers is it from Greenville to Spring City? __________ 

4. The name of the river is _____________________________________.

5.  If you traveled from Lake City to Rock Springs and then to Beaver Falls, how 
many miles would you have traveled? __________

6. How long is the northern border of the state of Edison? __________

7. What is the symbol for mountains? __________

Using a Map Scale
Directions: Review the information on page 10. Use a ruler and this map of the 
imaginary state of Edison to answer the questions below.

Candice Creek Spring City

Beaver Falls
Bell Lake

Lake City

Claire

Rock Springs

Greenville

Singleton

Green Forest

Thomas Mountains

M
enlo R

iver
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Locating Places on a Grid

When locating a place on a map, sometimes it is necessary to point out exactly where 
it is. This can be done using a grid. A grid is a pattern of lines drawn on a map. Grid 
lines are drawn from west to east and from north to south. These lines form squares. 
Each row of squares has a letter. Find the letters written on the left side of the map. 
Each column of squares is labeled with a number. Locate the numbers across the top 
of the map. Use both the letter (row) and the number (column) to identify a square.

Directions: Use the map to answer the questions.

1. In what square is the post office located? ____________ 

2. Elm Street begins in E-2 and ends in what square? ____________   

3. In which squares is Clark Hospital? __________________________    

4. What building is in square D-5? ________________________

5. Which three squares provide the shortest route from the school to the fire station?
_____________________________




