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Chapter 1 Guided Notes 

 

Physical Geography: 

Looking at the Earth 

 

Geography involves the study of places: their locations, their characteristics, and how humans use and move around them. 

Section 1: The Five Themes of Geography 
Geographers view the world in terms of the use of space. 
Geographers study the world by looking at location, place, region, movement, and human-environment interaction. 

The Geographer’s Perspective 

 Geographers look at: 
o Use of space on Earth 
o Interactions that take place there 
o Patterns and connections between people and land 

 Geography is the study of the distribution and interaction of: 
o Physical features on Earth 
o Human features on Earth 

 Methods of Geography 

 Geographers use a variety of tools: 
o Maps 
o Photographs 
o Charts, graphs, tables 
o Scale models 
o Five themes of geography 

Theme: Location 

 Where is it? 
o Absolute location—exact place where a geographic feature is found 

o Relative location—location of a place compared to places around it 

 Absolute Location 

 Earth is divided into two equal halves, vertically and horizontally 

 Each vertical and horizontal half is called a hemisphere 

 An imaginary line, the Equator, divides north and south halves 

 Another imaginary line, the Prime Meridian, divides east and west  

 Axis: A line about which a rotating body turns. 

 Grid System: Longitude and latitude lines. 

 Latitude Lines 

 Geographers use latitude lines to locate places north and south 

 Latitude—imaginary lines that run parallel to the equator 

 Longitude Lines 

 Geographers use longitude lines to mark positions east and west 

 Longitude—imaginary lines that go over the poles 

 Where latitude and longitude lines cross is the absolute location 

 Relative Location 

 How a place is related to its surrounding environment 



 

Theme: Place 

 What is it Like? 
 Place includes physical features and cultural characteristics: 
o physical features include climate, landforms, vegetation 

o cultural characteristics include dams, highways, houses 

Theme: Region 

 How are Places Similar or Different? 
 A region is an area united by similar characteristics 

 Unifying characteristics—physical, political, economic, cultural 

 Three types of regions: 
o Formal 
o Functional 
o Perceptual 

 Formal Regions 

 Defined by a limited number of related characteristics 

 Formal regions of the world: 
o The United States and Canada 
o Latin America 
o Europe 
o Russia and the Republics 
o Africa 

o Southwest Asia 
o South Asia 
o East and Southeast Asia 
o Oceania and Antarctica 

 Functional Regions 

 Organized around interactions and connections between places 

 Example: a city and its suburbs are connected through human movement  

 Perceptual Regions 

 Region with characteristics people perceive in much the same way 

 Example: the American Midwest  

 Sometimes perceptions differ: Does Midwest begin in Ohio or Illinois? 

Theme: Human-Environment Interaction 

 How Do People Relate to the Physical World? 

 A relationship exists between people and their environment 

 People use and change the environment to meet their needs 

 People adapt to environmental conditions they cannot change 

 Often, people in similar environments adapt in different ways 

Theme: Movement 

 How Do People, Goods, and Ideas Get from One Place to Another? 
 Geographers use three types of distance to analyze movement: 

o linear distance: how far a person, product, or idea travels 

o time distance: how long it takes for person, product, idea to travel 

o psychological distance: Refers to the way people perceive distance 
 Example: unfamiliar places may seem farther away than familiar ones 

  



 

Section 2: The Geographer’s Tools 
Geographers use two- and three-dimensional tools to learn about the earth.  

Geographers use computer-assisted technology to study the use of the earth’s surface. 

Maps and Globes 

 Visualizing Earth 

 Oldest known map: Babylonian clay tablet, circa 500 B.C. 

 Maps show locations of places, landforms, bodies of water 

 Two or Three Dimensions 

 Globe—a three-dimensional representation (a sphere) of Earth 

 Map—a two-dimensional graphic representation of Earth’s surface  

 Cartographer (mapmaker) tries to accurately reflect earth’s surface 

 Map projection—way of showing Earth’s curved surface on a flat map 

 Types of Maps 

 Three types of maps: general reference, thematic, navigational 

 A topographic map is one kind of general reference map 

 Topographic map—shows natural and man-made features of earth 

 Thematic map—shows specific data such as climate, population density 

 A navigation map is used by sailors, pilots 

 Cardinal Directions are the most common form of direction. (North, South, East, West) 

 Political Maps are designed to show boundaries of countries, cities, and states. 

 Physical Maps are designed to show physical features of the world. (Mountains, Rivers, Lakes, etc.…) 

The Science of Mapmaking 

 Geographic Information Systems 

 Geographic Information Systems (GIS) is a digital geographic database 

 Combines and displays information from many sources 

 Global Positioning System (GPS) 

 Uses series of 24 Navstar satellites to beam information to Earth 

 Hand-held GPS receivers on Earth display exact position 

 GPS used by explorers, sailors, drivers; also used to track animals 

  



 

Latitude and Longitude Notes 
A system of lines is used to find the location of any place on the surface of the Earth. 

 Lines of Latitude run in an east-west direction.  

 Lines of Longitude run in a north-south direction. 

 Latitude (shown as a horizontal line) is measured in degrees north or degrees south of the equator, which is the line 

around the exact middle of the earth.  

 Lines of latitude are often referred to as parallels. 

 Tropic of Cancer (23.5° N) 

 Tropic of Capricorn (23.5° S) 

 Arctic Circle (66° N) 

 Antarctic Circle (66° S) 

 There are 89 such equally spaced lines of latitude to the north of the equator and 89 to the south. 

o Where the 90th east-west lines would be are two points – the North Pole and the South Pole. 

 Each east-west line is a circle. The further it is from the equator the shorter its length. The 60th east-west line, for 

example, is only half as long as the equator! 

 Longitude (shown as a vertical line) is measured in degrees east or west of something called the Prime Meridian. This is 

the line going from the North Pole to the South Pole and running through the middle of the Greenwich Observatory in 

London.  

 Lines of longitude are often referred to as meridians. 

 

 

 

Why is the Prime Meridian in Greenwich? 

 Britain was a world leader in exploration and map making. Thus navigators of other nations often used British maps. As a 

result, in 1884 the meridian of Greenwich was adopted throughout most of the world as the prime meridian.  

 There was still another reason for the selection of the Greenwich meridian as 0 longitude. Travelers must change time by 

an entire day when they cross the 180th meridian. If this meridian crossed a large country, timekeeping and the 

establishment of calendar dates would be difficult. But with the Greenwich meridian set at zero, the 180th meridian is 

near the middle of the Pacific Ocean. It crosses only a small land area in northeastern Asia and divides some island 

groups in the Pacific. 

 To avoid differing dates in those areas, the nations of the world established a special line across which dates change. It 

swerves from the 180th meridian whenever convenient. This line is called the International Date Line. 

 


