Using atlases for starter activities

Choose an atlas map that would be relevant for a place, a theme or an issue you are going to teach about. Prepare an introductory question and answer sequence for this map for the first 10-15 minutes of the lesson. In addition to framing your questions, you also need to make a note of the answers you expect. Here are some examples of questions you could use. Adapt a selection of these and create others to suit the map you have chosen as well as the age of the class.  

· How big is the area shown by this map? How does it compare with the UK?

· Approximately how far is it from A to B?

· How long do you think it might take to travel from A to B?  By car?  By air?

· (Choose one or more point symbols). What do these symbols mean? 

· (Choose one or more line symbols). What do these symbols mean? 

· What do the colours on the map represent?

· Tell me as much as you can find out from the map about place X.

· How far north or south of the equator is this place? How does that compare with the UK?

· How high is the land at Y? How does that compare to the height of where we live?

· What is the population of settlement Z? How does that compare to where we live?

· Let’s look at all the items in the key. What do each of these look like in the real world?  

· Find these places on the map … … … What do they have in common?

As an example, consider an introductory lesson on Brazil. You may want your students to understand that Brazil is more than 30 times the size of the UK and that a flight from Sao Paulo to Manaus is likely to take 4 or more hours. Rio and Sao Paulo look close on the map but they are actually 226 miles apart (i.e. as far as from our school to … ?). Cities like Recife and Salvador have a large settlement symbol. The legend shows that more than 1 million people live there. The mouth of the Amazon lies on the equator. What does that tell you about the climate? Follow the course of the Amazon on the map. Assuming you have a topographic map, what does the map colour tell you about land height in the Amazon basin? What does map colour tell you about the height of the Brazilian Highlands? Is there anywhere in the UK as high as this? If you have chosen a thematic map what do the colours and symbols represent? Can students match symbols and word meaning with pictures of the land use or environment or economic activity that the maps describe?  
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