A Note to the Student

The study of geography has become an increasingly important part of the curriculum in secondary schools and institutions of higher education over the last decade. This trend, a most welcome one from the standpoint of geographers, has begun to address the massive problem of “geographic illiteracy” that has characterized the United States, almost alone among the world’s developed nations.

When a number of international comparative studies on world geography were undertaken, beginning in the 1970s, it became apparent that most American students fell far short of their counterparts in Europe, Russia, Canada, Australia, and Japan in their abilities to recognize geographic location, to identify countries or regions on maps, or to explain the significance of such key geographic phenomena such as population distribution, economic or urban location, or the availability of natural resources. 

Indeed, many American students could not even locate the United States on world maps, let alone countries like France, or Indonesia, or Nigeria. This atlas, and the texts it is intended to accompany, is a small part of the process of attempting to increase the geographic literacy of American students. As the true meaning of “the global community” becomes more apparent, such an increase in geographic awareness is not only important but necessary. 

If the United States has learned any lesson from the tragic events at the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, these lessons would surely include the considerations that we are not isolated from events that transpire in other parts of the world; our boundaries do not make us secure; and we ignore the conditions of political, economic, cultural, and physical geography outside those boundaries at our great peril.

The maps in the Student Atlas of World Geography are designed to introduce you to the patterns or “spatial distribution” of the wide variety of human and physical features of the earth’s surface and to help you understand the relationships between these patterns. We call such relationships “spatial correlation” and whenever you compare the patterns made by two or more phenomena that exist at or near the earth’s surface—the distribution of human population and the types of climate, for example—you are engaging in spatial correlation. 

Like the maps, the data sets in the atlas are intended to enable you to make comparisons between the distributions of different geographic features (for example, population growth and literacy rates) and to understand the character of the geographic variation in a single geographic feature. In many instances, the data in the tables of your atlas are the same data that have been used to produce the maps. 

At the very outset of your study of this atlas, you should be aware of some limitations of the data tables. In some instances, there may be data missing from a table. In such cases, the cause may represent the failure of a country to report information to a central international body (like the United Nations or the World Bank), or it may mean that the shifting of political boundaries and changed responsibility for reporting data have caused some countries (for example, those countries that made up the former Soviet Union or the former Yugoslavia) to delay their reports. It is always our aim to use the most up-to-date data that is possible. Subsequent editions of this atlas will have increased data on countries like Slovenia, Ukraine, or Uzbekistan when it becomes available. In the meantime, as events continue to restructure our world, it’s an exciting time to be a student of world geography!

You will find your study of this atlas more productive if you study the maps and tables on the following pages in the context of the five distinct themes that have been developed as part of the increasing awareness of the importance of geographic education:
1. Location: _Where Is It?_ This theme offers a starting point from which you discover the precise location of places in both absolute terms (the latitude and longitude of a place) and in relative terms (the location of a place in relation to the location of other places). When you think of location, you should automatically think of both forms. Knowing something about absolute location will help you to understand a variety of features of physical geography, since such key elements are so closely related to their position on the earth. But it is equally important to think of location in relative terms. The location of places in relation to other places is often more important as a determinant of social, economic, and cultural characteristics than the factors of physical geography.
2. Place: _What Is It Like?_ This theme investigates the political, economic, cultural, environmental, and other characteristics that give a place its identity. You should seek to understand the similarities and differences of places by exploring their basic characteristics. Why are some places with similar environmental characteristics so very different in economic, cultural, social, and political ways? Why are other places with such different environmental characteristics so seemingly alike in terms of their institutions, their economies, and their cultures?
3. Human/Environment Interactions: _How Is the Landscape Shaped?_ This theme illustrates the ways in which people respond to and modify their environments. Certainly the environment is an important factor in influencing human activities and behavior. But the characteristics of the environment do not exert a controlling influence over human activities; they only provide a set of alternatives from which different cultures, in different times, make their choices. Observe the relationship between the basic elements of physical geography such as climate and terrain and the host of ways in which humans have used the land surfaces of the world.

3 main points John L. Allen is making:
1. The “geographic illiteracy” problem: Starting in the 1970s, studies showed US students lagged far behind Europe, Russia, Canada, Australia, Japan. Many couldn’t find the US on a map, let alone France or Nigeria. Post-9/11, the stakes got real: “we are not isolated from events that transpire in other parts of the world.”

2. How to think like a geographer: The atlas teaches “spatial correlation.” Don’t just memorize capitals. Compare patterns: overlay population with climate, or literacy with GDP. That’s how you explain why things are where they are.
3. The 5 themes of geography: This page lists the first 3:
· Location: Absolute = lat/long. Relative = “next to China,” “landlocked.” Relative location often matters more for culture/economics.
· Place: What makes a location unique? Why does Japan = high-tech islands, but UK = high-tech islands with totally different culture?
· Human/Environment Interaction: Environment gives options, not orders. Same climate, different cultures → different landscapes.

Also note the date clues: Mentions 9/11/2001 and “countries like Slovenia, Ukraine, or Uzbekistan” getting more data. So this 5th edition is early-to-mid 2000s, post-Soviet/Yugoslav breakups but before the 2014+ Ukraine events. Data gaps happen when countries split or fail to report to the UN/World Bank.

The thread through your books so far:
· Roget’s: Organize ideas
· Thesaurus: Organize words
· Popular Science: Organize technology through time
· This Atlas: Organize space — where all that tech, language, and culture actually happens.
1. Movement: _How Do People Stay in Touch?_ This theme examines the transportation and communications systems that link people and places. Movement or “spatial interaction” is the chief mechanism for the spread of ideas and innovations from one place to another. It is spatial interaction that validates the old cliché, “the world is getting smaller.” We find McDonald’s restaurants in Tokyo and Honda automobiles in New York City because of spatial interaction. Advanced transportation and communications systems have transformed the world into which your parents were born. And the world your children will be born into will be very different from your world. None of this would happen without the force of movement or spatial interaction.

2. Regions: _Worlds Within a World._ This theme helps to organize knowledge about the land and its people. The world consists of a mosaic of “regions” or areas that are somehow different and distinctive from other areas. The region of Anglo-America (the United States and Canada) is, for example, different enough from the region of Western Europe that geographers clearly identify them as two unique and separate areas. Yet despite their differences, Anglo-Americans and Europeans share a number of similarities: common cultural backgrounds, comparable economic patterns, shared religious traditions, and even some shared physical environmental characteristics. Conversely, although the regions of Anglo-America and Eastern Asia are also easily distinguished as distinctive units of the earth’s surface, they have a greater number of shared physical environmental characteristics. But those who live in Anglo-America and Eastern Asia have fewer similarities and more differences between them than is the case with Anglo-America and Western Europe: different cultural traditions, different institutions, different linguistic and religious patterns. An understanding of both the differences and similarities between regions like Anglo-America and Europe on the one hand, or Anglo-America and Eastern Asia on the other, will help you to understand the world around you. At the very least, an understanding of regional similarities and differences will help you to interpret what you read on the front page of your daily newspaper or view on the evening news report on your television set.

Not all of these themes will be immediately apparent on each of the maps and tables in this atlas. But if you study the contents of Student Atlas of World Geography, along with the reading of your text and think about the five themes, maps and tables and text will complement one another and improve your understanding of global geography.
John L. Allen

· Movement shrinks the world: “Spatial interaction” is why your parents’ world ≠ your world ≠ your kids’ world. Tech like jets and the internet means ideas, goods, people flow faster. That Bronze Age shipping from the Popular Science book? This is the modern version.
· Regions are how geographers chunk the world: Anglo-America shares culture with Western Europe but not much with Eastern Asia, even if physical climate overlaps. Understanding those overlaps and gaps helps you decode the news.
· Geography is current events: Allen ties it directly to reading the newspaper or watching TV news. This atlas was written post-9/11, when “why does geography matter?” got very real.
The through-line across your books is wild:
· Roget’s gave you ideas organized by meaning
· Thesaurus gave you words and idioms to express them
· Popular Science Vol. 6 showed how technology from stone axes to F-14s changed society
· This Atlas shows where all of that happened, and why location, place, and movement determined who got bronze, who got writing, who trades with whom today.
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A few things that stand out:
1. John L. Allen’s focus: He studies “perceptions of the environment and the impact of human societies on environmental systems.” That’s exactly theme #3 from the last page — Human/Environment Interaction. The whole atlas is built around that question: how do people shape land, and how does land shape people.
2. His credentials span 40+ years: B.A. 1963, Ph.D. 1969, taught at UConn 1967–2000, then chair at Wyoming. He’s been watching the “geographic illiteracy” problem since it started in the 1970s, which he mentioned in the Note to Students.
3. The acknowledgments list is a geography of US colleges: 36 professors from Hiram College to Cal Poly to University of Kentucky. Small liberal arts schools, big state universities, community colleges. McGraw-Hill crowd-sourced reviewers from everywhere to keep the atlas accurate for students.
4. Other work: He also wrote Student Atlas of World Politics. So this atlas = physical + human geography. That one = borders, conflicts, governments. They’re companion volumes.



