
 

Mexborough St John’s Primary School Progression of Language in Geography 

The table below shows the vocabulary children should have a concrete understanding of by the end of Key Stage 2. The language is built up and revisited 

over time, so vocabulary is not exclusive to only one year group. Each year, teachers will review previously taught geographical language to ensure that it 

is embedded. The definitions ensure that there is consistency across school. 

 

KS1 KS2 

 

Key Geographical terms 

 
 
 
 

 
Place and 
locational 
knowledge 

Continent One of earth’s large land masses. 

Ocean A large area of sea. 

Country A nation with its own government. 

Capital City The city that functions as the seat of government of a country or region. 

Map A diagrammatic representation of an area of land or sea. 

Atlas A collection of maps. 

Land use The function of an area of land. 

Island  A piece of land surrounded by water  

Mainland  A large, continuous piece of land 

Hemisphere Any half of a globe or sphere. The earth has traditionally been divided into hemispheres by the 
equator. 

Equator  An imaginary line which splits the Earth into two sections.  

Arctic Circle An imaginary line that encircles the North Pole. 

Antarctic Circle An imaginary line that encircles the South Pole. 

Time zone Time zones are divided by imaginary lines called meridians which run from the North to South pole. 

Tropics of 
Cancer/Capricorn 

The tropics are the only part of Earth where the sun sometimes shines straight down. The tropics are 
generally warmer than other parts of the Earth. 

Latitude Distance North or South of the equator, as measured by degrees of the angle at the Earth’s centre. 

Longitude Distance East or West of the Greenwich Meridian, an imaginary line running from pole to pole through 
Greenwich in London. 

 
 



Human and 
Physical 

Geography 

Weather The day-to-day conditions as experienced at a particular location. 

Season  Four different times during the year with different types of weather. 

Equator The great circle of the Earth dividing it into northern and southern hemispheres. 

Pole Location on the surface of the earth which are the northern and southern ends of the axis of 
rotation. 

Human Feature The human characteristics of a place that come from human ideas and actions. 

Physical Feature A feature on the earth’s surface that has been formed by nature. 

Beach A strip of land sloping gently towards the sea. 

Cliff A steep rock-face between land and sea. 

Coast The part of the land adjoining or near the sea. 

Forest A large area covered with trees and undergrowth. 

Hill A naturally raised area of land, not as high or craggy as a mountain. 

Mountain A natural upward projection of the Earth’s surface, higher and steeper than a hill and often having a 
rocky summit. 

Sea Expanse of salt water that covers most of the earth’s surface and surrounds land masses. 

River A large natural stream of water flowing in a channel to the sea, a lake or another river. 

Soil The upper layer of the earth in which plants grow. 

Valley A low area of land between hills or mountains, typically with a river or stream flowing through it. 

Vegetation The plant life of a particular region. 

City A large town in the UK that has a cathedral. 

Town A built up area with a name, defined boundaries and local government. Larger than a village and 
generally smaller than a city. 

Village A group of houses and associated buildings situated in a rural area. 

Port A town or city with a harbour or access to water where ships load or unload. 

Harbour A place on the coast where ships may moor in shelter. 

Climate zone Divisions of the earths climates into general climate zones according to average temperatures and 
average rainfall. 

Biome Complex community of plants and animals in a specific physical climate region. 

Vegetation belts An area with distinct plant types, determined by climate, soil, drainage and elevation. 

Topographical features  The arrangement of the natural and artificial physical features of an area. 

Extreme weather  When a weather event is significantly different from the average or usual weather pattern. 

Settlement Any location chosen by people as a permanent or semi-permanent dwelling place. 

Fossil fuel Made from decomposing plants and animals found in the Earth’s crust. 



Renewable resources Resources that can be used repeatedly. 
 Population  All the inhabitants of a particular place. 

 Industry   A group of manufacturers or businesses that produce a particular kind of goods or services 

Geographical 
Enquiry and 

Skills 

Compass An instrument containing a magnetised pointed which shows the direction of north. 

Direction A course along which someone or something moves. 

Route A way or course taken in getting from a starting point to a destination. 

Aerial photograph A photograph taken from above. 

Landmark An object or feature of a landscape that is easily seen and recognised. 

Symbol A mark or character used to represent an object. 

Key A list of symbols that appear on a map. 

Fieldwork Practical work conducted by a researcher in the natural environment. 

Grid reference A map reference indicating a location in terms of a series of vertical and horizontal grid lines 
identified by numbers or letters. 

Co-ordinate Numbers which are used to identify a point on a grid. 

Scale The relationship between distance on a map and the corresponding distance on the ground. 

Thematic map A type of map specifically designed to show a particular theme such as temperature, population.. 

Political map Designed to show governmental boundaries of countries, states and counties. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The table below shows the vocabulary each year group will focus on during a specific topic. The language is built up and revisited over time, so vocabulary 

is not exclusive to only one year group. Each year, teachers will review previously taught geographical language to ensure that it is embedded. The 

definitions ensure that there is consistency across school. 

 

Topic Specific Vocabulary 

Year 1 

 
What’s around the 

corner? 

Recycling  The action of changing waste into reusable material.  

Community  A group of people living in the same place.  

Local area What is in the area that you live. 

Park Large public garden. 

Distance  The length of space between two points. 

Route  A way taken in getting from a starting point to a destination. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What is near and what is far? 
 

London  The capital of the United Kingdom 

Monarch  A person who reigns over a kingdom or empire 

Landmark  An object or feature of a landscape or town that is easily seen and recognised from a distance. 

River  A large amount of flowing water 

 
Would you build a 

castle on a 
hill? 

Castle A large building, typically of the medieval period. 

Moat  A deep, wide ditch surrounding a castle, fort, or town, typically filled with water 

Tourism  The short-term movement of people to destinations outside the places where they normally live 
and work 

 
 
 
 
 



Year 2 

What can you sea at the 
seaside? 

Seaside  A place by the sea, especially a beach area or holiday resort. 

Erosion  When materials are worn away and transported to a new location  

Cliff A steep rock-face, especially at the edge of the sea. 

Coastal defences  Places near the sea 

Pollution  Something introduced into the environment that is dirty, unclean or has a harmful effect. 

Eco-systems  A geographic area where plants, animals, and other organisms, as well as weather and 
landscape, work together to form a bubble of life. 

Sea defences  Ways of protecting the land from being flooded or worn away by the sea  

Shoreline  The line along which a large body of water meets the land. 

Beach  A narrow, gently sloping strip of land that lies along the edge of land. 

Tide  The alternate rising and falling of the sea due to the attraction of the moon and sun. 

Cave  A natural underground chamber in a hillside or cliff. 

Stack  Consists of steep columns of rock in the sea near a coast, formed by wave erosion. 

Arch  Natural rock formation where an arch has appeared with an opening underneath. 

How was London different 
before and after the Great 

Fire? 

Trade routes  A route followed to transport goods  

Infrastructure  The basic physical features which make up an area of land – businesses, schools, hospitals etc  

 
Why are some places warm 
and some places cold? 

Cold Low or relatively lower temperature. 

Ice Frozen water. 

Iceberg A large floating mass of ice detached from a glacier or ice sheet. 

Temperature Measure of warmth or coldness. 

Polar regions  The cold regions of the world around the North and South pole 

Global warming  An increase of the Earth’s temperature  
 

Climate change  A change in global or regional climate patterns 
 

Arctic  Regions around the North Pole 
 

Subarctic  
 
 

The region immediately south of the Arctic circle  



Year 3 

Why is wales wonderful? Population density  The average number of individuals in a population per unit of area or volume 

Estuary  The tidal mouth of a large river, where the tide meets the stream. 

Channel  A waterway between two landmasses that lie close to each other  

Compass points  One of the 32 marks on the dial of a compass that show direction eg North, East, South, West 

Agriculture  The science or practice of farming, including cultivation of the soil for the growing of crops and 
the rearing of animals to provide food, wool, and other products. 

Urban development  The infrastructure for education, health, justice, solid waste, markets, street pavements and 
cultural heritage protection. 

National park  An area of countryside, or occasionally sea or fresh water, protected by the state for the 
enjoyment of the public or the preservation of wildlife. 

Year 4 

Is Spain simply a holiday 
destination? 

Over-populated  A country or city with too many people for the amount of food, materials and space available. 

First-hand sources  
 

Immediate, first-hand accounts of a topic  

Second-hand sources  Sources created by someone who did not experience first-hand or participate in the events or 
conditions you are researching. 

Distribution   To spread the product throughout the marketplace such that many people can buy it. 
 

Semi-natural areas   An ecosystem with most of its processes and biodiversity intact, though altered by human   
activity in strength or abundance relative to the natural state. 

Wetlands  land consisting of marshes or swamps; saturated land. 
 

Water bodies  A body of water forming a physiographical feature, for example a sea or a reservoir. 

Culture  Pattern of behaviour shared by a society, or group of people. 

Industries  Economic activity concerned with the manufacture of goods inside a factory. 
 

Conservation   The planned management of a natural resource to prevent exploitation, destruction, or  neglect 
of the resource. 
 
 
 
 



Year 5 

Where in North America do 
natural disasters strike? 

 
Why is North America a 
prime target for natural 

disasters?  
 

 Which country in North 
America would you choose 

to live in and why? 

Topographical features: 

Landforms   A natural feature of the earth's surface. 

Water courses   A natural or artificial channel through which water flows 

Climate zones: 

Temperate  Temperate climates are generally defined as environments with moderate rainfall spread across 
the year or portion of the year with sporadic drought, mild to warm summers and cool to cold 
winters 

Subtropical  A zone of climate characterised by hot and humid summers, and cool to mild winters. 

Tropical  Are characterized by monthly average temperatures of 18 °C or higher year-round and feature 
hot temperatures, annual precipitation is often abundant 

Vegetation belts: 

Relief features   Features which are related to landscape of those areas, eg. mountains, altitude, valleys, types of 
land and heights of mountains. 

Coniferous forests   Consist mostly of conifers, which are trees that grow needles instead of leaves and cones instead 
of flowers. 

Waterfall   A cascade of water falling from a height, formed when a river or stream flows over a precipice or 
steep incline. 

Natural disaster Major adverse event resulting from natural processes of the Earth. 

Hurricane  A storm with a violent wind. 

Tornado   A mobile, destructive vortex of violently rotating winds having the appearance of a funnel-
shaped cloud and advancing beneath a large storm system. 

Extreme weather: 

Flood Overflow of water that submerges land that is usually dry. 

Storm   A violent disturbance of the atmosphere with strong winds and usually rain, thunder, lightning, or 
snow. 

Drought   A prolonged period of abnormally low rainfall, leading to a shortage of water. 

Heatwave   A prolonged period of abnormally hot weather. 

Wildfire   A large, destructive fire that spreads quickly over woodland or brush. 

Greenhouse gases    A gas that contributes to the greenhouse effect by absorbing infrared radiation. Carbon dioxide 
and chlorofluorocarbons are examples of greenhouse gases. 

Landscape  Part of the earth’s surface, consisting of geographic features that mark a particular area. 
 



Has Greece changed since the 
Ancient Greek period? How 
and why? 
 

Is Greece on the brink of an 
over tourism crisis? 

Earthquake  Sudden violent shaking of the ground as a result of movements within the earth’s crust or 
volcanic action. 

Volcano  An opening in the Earth’s crust that allows molten rock from beneath the crust to reach 
the surface. 

Extinct  Extinct volcanoes are not expected to erupt in the future. 

Dormant    Dormant volcanoes have not erupted for a very long time but may erupt at a future time. 

Active    Active volcanoes have a recent history of eruptions; they are likely to erupt again. 

Tectonic plate    Pieces of land that connect together the Earth’s outer shell. 

Eruption  The ejection of molten rock and steam from a volcano. 

Seismic activity    The types, frequency and size of earthquakes that happen over a period of time in a certain area. 

Lava    Is magma (molten rock) emerging as a liquid onto the Earth’s surface. 

Year 6 

Which is better, North 

America or South 
America? Why? 

 
What is the greatest 

landmark in South 
America? 

 Which country in South 

America would you 
choose to live in and why? 

Grenwich meridian time 
zone  

  The mean solar time at the Royal Observatory in Greenwich, London, counted from midnight. 

Prime time zone The term prime time is often defined in terms of a fixed time period—for example (in the United 
States), from 8:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. (Eastern and Pacific Time) or 7:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. 
(Central and Mountain Time). 

Deforestation    The action of clearing a wide area of trees. 

Rainforest    A luxuriant, dense forest rich in biodiversity, found typically in tropical areas with consistently 
heavy rainfall. 

Desert    A barren area of landscape where little precipitation occurs and, consequently, living conditions 
are hostile for plant and animal life. 

Plantation    An estate on which crops such as coffee, sugar, and tobacco are grown. 

Tribes    A social division in a traditional society consisting of families or communities linked by social, 
economic, religious, or blood ties, with a common culture and dialect, typically having a 
recognized leader. 

River study 

Tributaries  
 
 

  A river or stream flowing into a larger river or lake. 

 
 

Upper course    Where the river begins its path toward the sea. 

Valleys    A low area of land between hills or mountains, typically with a river or stream flowing through it. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Interlocking spurs    One of any number of projecting ridges that extend alternately from the opposite sides of the 
wall of a young, V-shaped valley down which a river with a winding course flows. 

Rapids    A fast-flowing and turbulent part of the course of a river. 

Waterfalls    A cascade of water falling from a height, formed when a river or stream flows over a precipice or 
steep incline. 

Gorges    A narrow valley between hills or mountains, typically with steep rocky walls and a stream 
running through it. 

 Middle course    Found on gently sloping land, and is typically identified by its meandering path - the sweeping 
side to side curves. The middle course has two main features - meanders and oxbow lake. 

Meanders    A winding curve or bend of a river. 

Oxbow lake    A curved lake formed from a horseshoe bend in a river where the main stream has cut across the 
narrow end and no longer flows around the loop of the bend. 

 Lower course    Where the river joins the sea at the mouth.  

Floodplains    A flat area on the edge of a river, where the ground consists of soil, sand, and rock left by the 
river when it floods. 

Marshlands    Land consisting of marshes. 

Mudflats    A stretch of muddy land left uncovered at low tide. 

Deltas    Wetlands that form as rivers empty their water and sediment into another body of water. 

Estuaries    The tidal mouth of a large river, where the tide meets the stream. 

 Deposition    The laying down of sediment carried by wind, flowing water, the sea or ice. 

Dams    A structure built across a stream or river to hold water back. 

River discharge    The volume of water flowing through a river channel; measured at any given point in cubic 
metres per second. 
 



 Mountain study 

Valley  An elongated low area often running between hills or mountains, which will typically contain a 
river or stream running from one end to the other. 

Summit  The highest point or part of the mountain  

Foot  The bottom/lower end of the mountain  

Slope  The side of the mountain  

Peak  The pointed top of the mountain  

Dome mountain  Formed from hot molten material (magma) rising from the Earth's mantle into the crust that 
pushes overlying sedimentary rock layers upward to form a “dome” shape. 

Plateau mountain    An area of a highland consisting of flat terrain that is raised sharply 

Fold mountain    Created where two or more of Earth's tectonic plates are pushed together. 

Outcrop    A rock formation that is visible on the surface. 

Ridge    A geographical feature consisting of a chain of mountains or hills that form a continuous 
elevated crest for some distance 

Tree line    The line or altitude above which no trees grow. 

Snow line    The altitude in a particular place above which some snow remains on the ground throughout the 
year. 

 


