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Ark Curriculum+ Geography Progression  
Aims  
For pupils, the study of geography offers a uniquely powerful lens through which to see the world, helping them to see connections between places, people, and environments 
at a range of scales that would otherwise be missed. Pupils are pushed beyond the confines of their everyday experience, to encounter places and landscapes that they would 
otherwise not meaningfully understand. This brings a sense of awe and wonder of the world, increases care and compassion for the planet and its inhabitants, and raises 
understanding of and tolerance for different ways of living. Geography also teaches pupils about their own local environment, compelling them to reconsider what they 
thought they knew in a wider context. The study of geography is also a matter of citizenship as it helps young people to encounter and engage with their world, find their 
place within it, and offers them a stronger voice to discuss the issues that matter.  

Substantive and disciplinary content in geography  

Every subject is unique and includes its own substantive content and disciplinary content. The Ark Curriculum Plus geography programme is designed to ensure that pupils not 
only have broad and strong substantive knowledge, but also understand the discipline of geography. Every primary school teacher needs to understand the distinction 
between these two things—between substantive content and disciplinary content. The two are taught together—the content of the ACP geography curriculum is structured 
so that pupils learn substantive and disciplinary content at the same time—pupils learn both geographical ‘facts’ and how to make sense of them simultaneously. When pupils 
learn geography, they tackle these two closely linked types of content, each dependent on the other. Any inadequacy in one will weaken the other, and each plays a vital part 
in securing scope, coherence, rigour, and sequencing.  

Substantive knowledge  

Think about the subject of geography as a discipline. As Christine Counsell writes, within every subject, there are established facts—the substantive knowledge, the substance, 
the stuff, the building blocks of factual content. Substantive knowledge is crucial in helping us to interpret everything surrounding us that we hear, see and read (Counsell, 
2021: 154). 

Geography is a cumulative and synoptic discipline. Pupils’ knowledge of what we often call substantive concepts such as ‘climate zone’, ‘migration’, and ‘continent’ come up 
time and time again in the geography curriculum. And we know if pupils are able to build up knowledge of these concepts—building richer and richer schemata of these 
concepts and terms over time that can help them access increasingly complex material throughout the curriculum, which helps them to learn, understand, and remember 
more—they make more progress.  

In the progression map substantive geographical knowledge is divided into three overarching strands, which are referenced in the National Curriculum KS1 and KS2 
programme of study. The three substantive strands are:  

• Locational knowledge For example: location of globally significant places; geographical positioning that provides context for understanding. 
• Environmental, physical, and human geography For example: migration, climate zones, biomes, distribution of natural resources. 
• Geographical skills and fieldwork (what you might also think of as procedural knowledge) For example: using maps and globes; collecting first-hand evidence.  
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Below you can find a table listing where you can find the main substantive concepts for each year group. Please note that although these list the main substantive concepts, 
each unit may touch on all three at varying levels of depth. To look into the substantive concept of a unit in more detail use the Unit planning guidance for each unit. 

 Year 1, 
Unit 1 

Year 1, 
Unit 2 

Year 1, 
Unit 3 

Year 2, 
Unit 1 

Year 2, 
Unit 2 

Year 3, 
Unit 1 

Year 3, 
Unit 2 

Year 3, 
Unit 3 

Year 4, 
Unit 1 

Year 4, 
Unit 2 

Year 5, 
Unit 1 

Year 5, 
Unit 2 

Year 6, 
Unit 1 

Year 6, 
Unit 2 

Year 6, 
Unit 3 

Locational 
knowledge X X X X X X X X X X      

Environmental, 
physical, and 
human geography 

 X X X X  X X X X X X  X X 

Geographical skills 
and fieldwork X X  X  X       X   

 
Disciplinary knowledge 

Although geography teachers, education researchers, and curriculum designers may use different terms, all of them recognise that learning geography involves the 
development of both substantive knowledge (the ‘stuff’ of geography) and familiarity with the ‘second-order’ (or procedural disciplinary concepts). These shape the way in 
which the ‘stuff’ or ‘substance’ is understood, organised, and debated, as well as the ways in which it is actually generated.  

We want pupils to develop as scholars within the discipline of geography, therefore pupils need to know how we arrived at established facts. How did we get there? How is 
it justified? How is it revised? What’s the degree of certainty attached? They need to know the grammar of geography.  

The simplest way to think about the difference is that substantive knowledge is knowing ‘what’ and disciplinary knowledge is knowing ‘how’. 

As we’re teaching we need to interweave the what and the how for our children. Such disciplinary understanding is not only important in its own right, it also interacts 
powerfully with pupils’ building of rich, broad, secure substantive knowledge. As we know from cognitive psychology, ‘memory is the residue of thought’. Well-crafted 
disciplinary teaching contributes to making substantive knowledge secure, through encouraging pupils to think deeply about the substantive content of the curriculum. The 
substantive knowledge enables pupils to gain the internal reference points that allow them to recognise the patterns, notice the contrasts, ask the questions, and discuss the 
options that the disciplinary content will demand. The two go hand in hand and are dependent on one another.  

Thinking geographically is vital. Simply 'knowing' the capital of Uzbekistan or the location of Timbuktu is not, in itself, geographical thinking. The best we could say is that it 
enables geographical thinking. We need facts in order to think, but we also need concepts to enable us to group bits of information or facts together. Simply absorbing lists 
of geography's vocabulary does not amount to much more than a dramatic feat of memory: impressive, but not in itself a sign of the intellectual development that we could 
regard as geographical thinking. For this, we are looking for a form of conceptual knowledge development which links facts together through geographic thought.  

The grammar of geography—its big ideas—have been expressed in various ways, from Early Years to Post-16.  
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The disciplinary concepts we focus on in KS1 and KS2 are:  

DC1: The physical world: the land, water, air, and ecological system; landscapes; and the processes that bring them about and change them. 

DC2: Human environments: societies, communities, and the human processes involved in understanding work, home, consumption, and leisure—and how places are made. 

DC3: Interdependence: crucially, linking the physical world and human environments and understanding the concept of sustainable development. 

DC4: Place and space: recognising similarities and differences across the world and developing knowledge and understanding of location, interconnectedness, and spatial 
patterns. 

DC5: Scale: the ‘zoom lens’ through which the subject matter is ‘seen’, and the significance of local, regional, national, international, and global perspectives. 

DC6: Young people’s lives: using their own images, experiences, meanings, and questions; ‘reaching out’ to children and young people as active agents in their learning. 

Another distinction which helps us to understand why we teach disciplinary content is to distinguish substantive contextual knowledge from disciplinary conceptual 
knowledge.  

The substantive knowledge or vocabulary may be regarded as the context of geographical enquiry. This concerns the specific place and locational setting of the conceptual 
content under investigation.  

But learning only the context, as an end in itself, makes relatively little contribution to thinking geographically. It can also be repetitive and intellectually dull—in which 
learning geography is more a 'burden on the memory rather than a light in the mind'. We should instead be mindful that even seemingly clear cut geographical facts can be 
challenged. By incorporating disciplinary or conceptual knowledge, the curriculum becomes one of 'engagement' rather than one of 'compliance’ 

EYFS provides pupils with a crucial developmental stage in their educational journey that allows them to explore and experience the world around them. Through first hand 
experiences and fieldwork, pupils explore and begin to understand the world and their place within it. Pupils begin to acquire important geographical vocabulary in EYFS that 
provides the foundations for geographical learning in KS1 and KS2. As pupils move beyond KS1, they begin to deepen their knowledge and geographical skills that enables 
them to develop substantive and disciplinary knowledge.  

Enquiry questions 

The enquiry question is the question that pupils will explore and answer at the end of each unit to assess what they have learned. The enquiry question provides a focus for 
each unit with lessons sequenced to provide pupils with the knowledge and skills to plan and create successful responses. 

The pupil workbook and teaching guidance has been deliberately designed to allow teachers full reign over how they would like pupils to present their work. The assessment 
of the responses themselves, will come from internal decisions and discussions from each individual school. 

More information and guidance on how to implement the enquiry question can be found in the unit’s Enquiry question support document.  
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National Curriculum Unit Links 

Early Years Foundation Stage 

The Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 curriculum builds on the National Curriculum framework for Early Years Foundation Stage, especially the area of learning and development 
‘Understanding the World’. The framework gives three Early Learning Goals for this section. The goal below provides pupils with a strong foundation on which to build on 
their Geography knowledge and skills: 

 
The Key Stage 1 and 2 National Curriculum framework divides the learning pupils should receive into four categories; Locational knowledge, Place knowledge, Human and 
physical geography, and Geographical skills and fieldwork. Whilst the Ark Curriculum Plus geography units cover all of these requirements, some units fall into more than one 
category:  

Key Stage 1 

  

Understanding the World: People, Culture, and Communities 
Children at the expected level of development will:  
• Describe their immediate environment using knowledge from observation, discussion, stories, non-fiction texts, and maps. 
• Know some similarities and differences between different religious and cultural communities in this country, drawing on their experiences and what has been read 

in class. 
• Explain some similarities and differences between life in this country and life in other countries, drawing on knowledge from stories, non-fiction texts, and—when 

appropriate—maps.  

Key Stage 1 National Curriculum links 

Year 1, Unit 1: Our local area Year 1, Unit 2: The United 
Kingdom 

Year 1, Unit 3: Beside the sea Year 2, Unit 1: Planet Earth Year 2, Unit 2: Life in Kenya 

Place knowledge Locational knowledge 

Human and physical geography 

Geographical skills and 
fieldwork 

Place knowledge 

Human and physical geography 

Locational knowledge 

Place knowledge 

Human and physical geography 

Geographical skills and 
fieldwork 

Place knowledge 

Human and physical geography 
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Key Stage 2 

 

 
Geography sequence rationale 

The Ark Curriculum Plus geography curriculum provides you with a knowledge-rich, comprehensive curriculum that has been strategically sequenced to ensure a broad and 
effective learning experience for all pupils whilst meeting the National Curriculum requirements. Each unit of work is underpinned by a clear rationale and conceptual rigour. 
Where connections are meaningful, links between the subjects have been embedded to ensure pupils gain a rich understanding from both a historical and geographical 
perspective. 

Our curiosity for the world around us begins at an early age. Geography allows us to understand and explore the ‘what’, the ‘where’, and the ‘how’ of our world: giving us the 
knowledge we need to understand where, how, and why events occur; their impacts on the environment; and how they have then influenced people’s lives in the past, the 
present, and the potential future. Through studying geography, pupils make sense of the world and learn how events from both their own localities and the wider world can 
impact them directly and indirectly. They can understand, describe, and appreciate the world whilst also being able to discuss and debate issues on a local, national, and 
global scale. 

Lower Key Stage 2 National Curriculum links 
Year 3, Unit 1: UK settlement 
and land use 

Year 3, Unit 2: Climate and 
climate zones 

Year 3, Unit 3: Europe Year 4, Unit 1: Amazon: Rivers 
and rainforests 

Year 4, Unit 2: The USA 

Locational knowledge 

Geographical skills and 
fieldwork 

Human and physical geography 

Place knowledge 

Locational knowledge 

Human and physical geography 

Locational knowledge 

Human and physical geography 

Place knowledge 

Locational knowledge 

Human and physical geography 

Place knowledge 

Locational knowledge 

Human and physical geography 

Place knowledge 

Upper Key Stage 2 National Curriculum links 
Year 5, Unit 1: Asia: 
Mountains, volcanoes, and 
earthquakes  
 

Year 5, Unit 2: Biomes  Year 6, Unit 1: Mapping the 
world 

Year 6, Unit 2: Global 
challenges: Climate change 

Year 6, Unit 3: Global 
challenges: Trade 

Human and physical geography  Human and physical geography Geographical skills and 
fieldwork 

Human and physical geography Human and physical geography  
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In Key Stage 1, pupils begin their journey in geography with a study of the familiar—the local area. They then move outwards to study the United Kingdom and the British 
seaside, and outwards again to gain an overview of Earth and its continents and oceans. Pupils then study a contrasting location within Kenya, Africa. 

Through Key Stage 2, pupils develop their understanding of locations, places, processes, and people. In Lower Key Stage 2, they use their knowledge of the UK to understand 
settlements and land use before exploring Europe and North and South America. The exploration of these continents includes identifying the location and characteristics of 
a range of the most significant human and physical features, as well as the opportunity to explore three places in more depth and compare them to their own locality. Pupils 
also learn about climate, climate zones, rivers, and rainforests. In Upper Key Stage 2, pupils explore Asia before focussing once again on the wider world in the biomes unit. 
They explore the human and physical characteristics of Asia and learn about mountains and natural disasters, such as volcanoes and earthquakes. A case study of a natural 
disaster allows pupils to see the impact on both a place and the people within it. 

In Year 6, when looking at the world, pupils consider the global challenges faced in the movement of people, growing populations, the distribution of natural resources, fair 
trade, and the impact of climate change. They will also discover what they can learn from different maps of the world and draw their own maps based on fieldwork within 
their own locality. 

You can find the prior and future learning in the Unit planning guidance for every unit.  

 

  Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3 
Year 1 

 

Our local area 

Pupils begin their journey with a study of the 
familiar— their local area.  

The United Kingdom 

Pupils then move outwards to study the 
United Kingdom, its four countries, and their 
capital cities.  

Beside the sea 

Originally a history unit, this unit has been 
redeveloped to ensure pupils were receiving a 
balance of both subjects. This unit explores 
the United Kingdom’s coastlines. 

Year 2 

 

Planet Earth 

Having studied local geography and the UK in 
Year 1, pupils then ‘zoom out’ further to study 
the world’s seven continents and five oceans. 
 

Life in Kenya 

This unit builds on knowledge from the 
previous unit and meets the National 
Curriculum requirement for pupils to study 
similarities and differences between the UK 
and a non-European country. 
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Year 3 

 

Settlement and land use 

Pupils study this unit as part of the National 
Curriculum requirement but to also make 
connections with the History unit, ‘Stone, 
Bronze and Iron Age’ to make sense of 
settlements and land use in the past before 
looking at it today. This is the first 
opportunity pupils have to study the water 
cycle. 

Climate and climate zones 

Pupils build on their knowledge from Year 2, 
‘Planet Earth’ to study the climates and 
climate zones around the world. 

Europe 

After studying the United Kingdom and Planet 
Earth in KS1, pupils ‘zoom back in’ on their 
own continent to study it’s human and 
physical geography. 

Year 4 

 

Amazon: Rivers and rainforests 

This unit meets the National Curriculum 
requirement of studying the continent South 
America then exploring the Amazon, 
developing pupils’ wider understanding of 
Planet Earth and its human and physical 
geography. Pupils also build on their 
knowledge of the water cycle from Year 3.  

The USA 

This unit is another example of the National 
Curriculum being met through the exploration 
of North America then the closer, in-depth 
study of the USA. This unit continues to 
support and grow pupils knowledge of our 
planet and the human and physical 
geography within it.  

 
 

Year 5 

 

Asia: Mountains, volcanoes, and 
earthquakes 

Pupils continue exploring Planet Earth and its 
human and physical geography with this unit. 

Biomes 

Previously this unit was part of the climate 
and climate zones unit but has been 
separated to give pupils a more in-depth 
understanding whilst limiting opportunities 
for misconceptions between climate zones 
and biomes.  

 
 

Year 6 

 

Mapping the world 

Whilst pupils will have been developing their 
fieldwork skills and knowledge over KS1 and 
KS2, this unit allows pupils to engage in 
fieldwork by using all that knowledge in a 
more complex way and create their own 
maps from their local area. 

Global challenges: Climate change 

Pupils will have a strong understanding of the 
human and physical geography of the world 
at this stage. Therefore, this unit draws all 
this knowledge together so pupils can study 
global issues and challenges we face today. 

Global challenges: Trade 

Originally part of Unit 2, this unit has been 
separated to allow pupils to focus in-depth at 
two major global issues rather than a wider 
range in insufficient complexity.  
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Unit resources 

Planning 
resources 

 

Progression  
Document 

(1 per subject) 

Where all the disciplinary, 
substantive, and key learning 

concepts can be found from Years 
1–6 and the progression of these 

concepts. 

Unit planning  
guidance  

(1 per unit) 

Teacher guidance on how to teach 
each step of the lesson and where to 

find the unit’s prior and future 
learning, the substantive and 

disciplinary concepts within that 
unit, and the key terms and 

knowledge. 

Subject  
knowledge guide 

(1 per unit) 

A teacher-facing resource to inform 
and guide the teacher on the basic 

subject knowledge they need to 
know to successfully and 

confidently teach that unit.  

Enquiry  
support document  

(1 per unit) 

A teacher-facing resource to support 
with the implementation of the end 
of unit assessment—the answering 

of that unit’s enquiry question.  

Teaching 
resources 

 

PowerPoint  
teaching slides  
(1 set per lesson) 

Slides to support and guide the 
teacher and pupils through each 

stage of the lesson.  
 

Discovery box 
(1 per unit) 

Activity cards for pupils that could 
be sent home prior to a unit to 

encourage engagement with an 
upcoming topic. 

Posters 
(1 set per unit) 

A4 downloadable PDFs that include 
the key information on that unit 

that can be used in a class display.  

 

Pupil 
resources 

 

Workbook 
(1 per year) 

A pupil resource where pupils 
complete the majority of their 

activities.  
 

Additional lesson 
resources 

(number varies per unit) 

Extra documents to support pupil 
activities. Such as, sorting cards. 

 

Knowledge  
organiser 
(1 per unit) 

A pupil resource which includes all 
the key learning of that unit. This 
could be sent home with pupils or 

attached to the workbook.  

Knowledge 
quiz booklet  
(1 per year of 

KS1 Geography)  

Every unit’s 
knowledge quiz 
and score table 

for KS1. 

Knowledge 
record 

(1 per unit of KS2 
Geography) 

A pupil resource 
where pupils keep 
a record of their 
key learning that 

lesson 
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Year 1, Unit 1: Our local area 
Enquiry question: What is our local area like? Main disciplinary focus: 

DC4: Place and space 
 

Disciplinary concepts: DC4 Substantive concepts: Locational knowledge; Geographical skills and fieldwork 
Lesson sequence Disciplinary concepts Key terms  Key takeaway 
1. Where do we go to school and 

what is it like there? 
DC4: Place and space map—item that shows us what 

places look like from above. 
 

• Pupils know what a map is. 
• Pupils know where they go to school. 
• Pupils can draw and describe their school 

grounds. 
2. What is it like to live in our local 

area? 
DC4: Place and space local area—the area around your 

home.  
• Pupils know what a local area is. 
• Pupils know the name of their local area. 
• Pupils can describe things they can see, smell, 

and hear in their local area. 
3. What is special about our local 

area? 
DC4: Place and space local landmark—something like a 

building, park, river, or place which 
makes our local area special.  

• Pupils know what a local landmark is.  
• Pupils can name and describe some of the 

buildings, places, events, and people from their 
local area. 

• Pupils can use a range of adjectives to describe 
their favourite local landmark. 

4. Where do people live and work 
in our local area? 

DC4: Place and space home—the place where someone 
lives.  

• Pupils know what a house/home is. 
• Pupil can identify different types of houses/ 

homes. 
• Pupils know what a job/place of work is. 
• Pupils know some of the jobs/places of work 

found in the locality. 
5. Can we map our local area? DC4: Place and space symbol—small images on maps that 

show landmarks.  
• Pupils know what a map is. 
• Pupils know the difference between near and 

far. 
• Pupils know which places are near to school and 

which are far. 
• Pupils can mark places near and far on a map. 
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6. What would we change about 
our local area? 

DC4: Place and space improvements—things that would 
make something better.  
  

• Pupils understand what it means to like 
something. 

• Pupils understand what it means to dislike 
something. 

• Pupils can say what they like and dislike about 
their local area. 

• Pupils can suggest changes to the local area. 
• Pupils write about their local area in the future. 

  



© ArkCurriculum+ 2023 

Year 1, Unit 2: The United Kingdom 
Enquiry question: What are the countries that make up the United 
Kingdom like? 
 

Main disciplinary focus: 
DC4: Place and space 
 

Disciplinary concepts: DC4 Substantive concepts: Locational knowledge; Environmental, physical, and human 
geography; Geographical skills and fieldwork 

Lesson sequence Disciplinary concepts Key terms  Key takeaway 
1. What is the United Kingdom? DC4: Place and space United Kingdom—a union made up 

of four countries. Charles III is the 
king.  

• Pupils understand what ‘union’ means.  
• Pupils can name and locate the four countries 

that make up the UK. 
2. What is it like to live in 

Scotland? 
DC4: Place and space capital city—a large city where the 

country’s Parliament meets.  
• Pupils know the capital of Scotland is called 

Edinburgh, and can locate it on a map. 
• Pupils can identify the border between Scotland 

and England. 
• Pupils are aware of some of Scotland’s famous 

landmarks and traditions (music and food). 
3. What is special about Wales? DC4: Place and space national landmark—an object or 

feature that is famous and easily 
recognised.  

• Pupils know the capital of Wales and can locate 
it on a map. 

• Pupils are aware of some of Wales’s attractions 
and landmarks, including Snowdonia. 

• Pupils understand Wales is famous for its 
mountainous geography. 

• Pupils know of Snowdon, where it is located, 
and can describe the view from the top.  

4. Why do people visit Northern 
Ireland? 

DC4: Place and space tourist—someone who spends time 
away from home for leisure, 
holiday, and fun.  

• Pupils understand that Ireland is two countries, 
and that only Northern Ireland is part of the UK.  

• Pupils know the name of the capital city of 
Northern Ireland and where it is located.  

• Pupils are familiar with Irish customs and 
traditions. 

• Pupils know what the Giant’s Causeway is and 
where it is located. 

• Pupils know the difference between a natural 
and a human-made landmark.  




