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Where in the World Are We: A Thematic Unit for Second Grade

One important concept that second grade students begin to learn about is the concept of place.  Where people live, work, and play has a huge impact on their lives.  Students need to learn this concept early in life so they have the ability to make informed and educated decisions on where they are going to live and how they are going to interact with people who live elsewhere. One of the ways to learn the concept of place is through the study of geography and maps.  Geographic maps are illustrations that give information about natural and man-made features of the Earth.  Maps can show where places are located, what features are at the location, or how to get from one location to another.  Maps are an integral part of geography because they give us a picture of where places and features of the earth are located, so we can better understand the characteristics that make up that location.  

According to The Ohio Department of Education (2002), students in the second grade studying geography should be able to:


1.   Read and interpret a variety of maps.

2. Construct a map that includes a map title and key that explains all symbols that are used.

3. Name and locate the continents and oceans.

4. Describe and locate landforms (plateaus, islands, hills, mountains, valleys) and bodies of water (creeks, ponds, lakes, oceans) in photographs, maps, and 3-D models.
5. Compare how land is used in urban, suburban, and rural environments.

6. Identify ways in which people have responded to and modified the physical environment such as building roads and clearing land for urban development. (p. 115)
If you were going to have a theme about places, you would want to incorporate parts of all these indicators.


To start a thematic unit about place, the first week students would devote to talking about different types of places. The unit would start at a micro level and work out to a macro level. Students would discuss places they are familiar with first, such as their homes, stores, and school. Then students would learn about how these and other such places make up communities. The students would continue working towards larger and larger units until we were at the point where students realized they were part of a global community. This part of the unit would be supplemented with picture books on each level of place to give students a better picture of each level.

The second week would be devoted to the differences between different communities in rural, suburban, and urban settings. Students would look at pictures of each environment. They would examine how the buildings in each of these places are different. If possible, students would have the chance to listen to a guest speaker from each of the three different areas come and talk about their communities.

After students completed their work with different settings, they would begin a study of maps.  Students would work in groups to examine different maps and discuss direction during this time.  Students would learn to look at the map key to find out what the map is trying to tell them.  After they discussed the parts that make up a map, students would have to draw their own maps of the school.  They would use the details that are most important to them to comprise their maps.  In their maps, they would include a key and indicate direction.  

Once we have learned how to read maps, students would move to learning about different landforms and where to find them. While examining pictures, students would determine where each of these landforms is located on a map.  Students would also explore why the different communities learned about earlier in the unit are set up in the areas they are found.


To complete the thematic unit, students would begin a pen-pal project.  Before the activity, I would collaborate with an area organization that was willing to provide be a partner in this endeavor. Students would use email and letters to communicate with their adult partners. This activity could also be done with another class in a faraway community. A map would be posted in the room and students would use push-pins to determine the different places where their pen-pals live. Another map would be full of places that both students and their pen-pals had visited. Pen-pals would discuss with their students the different places they live, what they do for a job, and the different activities they do for fun. Students would then present these findings to the class. After this project was complete, students would have a partnership for the rest of the year with their pen-pal and could write them about everyday struggles, the activities they are currently doing, etc. At the very end of the year, the pen-pals would visit the school to meet their students, and talk to all of the students.  If done with another class that is not local enough for a field trip, students could videoconference with the class for this meeting stage. This would go to show that even though we all come from different places and backgrounds, we all share a common theme amongst us as human beings
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