Explore students’ understanding of atlas maps

Work with a group of school students at Key Stage 3. Choose a small selection of atlas maps (no more than four) and investigate the students’ understanding of the maps. Include in your selection a topographic map (i.e. a general reference map that shows land height, settlements and communications), a thematic map (i.e. a map that shows the distribution of a single attribute or the relationship between two or more attributes). Include maps at different scales (for example a world map and a map of a country or group of countries.

Talk informally with the students in the group about what the maps show. Ask how they think the map was made and how accurate they think it is. Ask what they would see if they went to a place marked on the map. Ask how large they think the area is that the map represents and what the symbols mean. Encourage them to talk about places that are named.

Make a list of any misconceptions the students may have. Are any of these described in the ‘Student Thinking with Atlas Maps’ article? Share your findings with other trainees in your group.  Which misconceptions seem especially common?
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