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DISCOVERING THE LAND: A
PHYSICAL MAP OF THE UNITED
STATES FOR KIDS

Have  you  ever  looked  at  a  map  and
wondered  why  some  parts  are  green,
some are brown, and others are blue? A
physical map is like a giant puzzle that
shows you the shape of the land. When
you  look  at  a  physical  map  of  the
United States for  kids,  you  are  not
just  seeing  states  and  cities.  You  are
seeing mountains, rivers, lakes, deserts,
and  plains.  It  is  a  fantastic  way  to
explore the natural world without leaving
your classroom or living room. This kind
of  map helps children understand that
our  country  is  not  just  a  flat  piece  of
land.  It  is  full  of  bumps,  curves,  and
amazing natural features. In this article,
we will take a journey across the United
States  using  a  physical  map,  learning
about  the  landforms  that  make  this
country so special.  Whether you are a
parent,  a  teacher,  or  a  curious  young
explorer,  understanding  the  physical
geography of  the United States  is  the
first  step  to  appreciating  the  world
around  us.

WHAT IS A PHYSICAL MAP?

A physical map is a special type of map
that shows the natural  features of  the
land. Unlike a political map, which shows
borders between states and countries, a

physical  map  focuses  on  things  like
mountains,  valleys,  rivers,  and oceans.
For kids, a physical map of the United
States for kids often uses bright colors
to  make  it  easy  to  understand.  For
example, green usually means low land
or plains, yellow or orange means higher
land,  and  brown  means  the  highest
mountains.  Blue  lines  or  shapes  show
water, like rivers and lakes. This type of
map  is  perfect  for  teaching  children
about the different landscapes that exist
across  the  United  States.  It  turns
geography  into  a  visual  adventure,
helping  kids  see  why  some areas  are
good for farming, why others are snowy,
and where the biggest rivers flow.

How to Read a
Physical Map
Reading a physical map is like learning a
new language. The first thing to look for
is the key, or legend. This little box tells
you what the colors and symbols mean.
On  a  physical  map  of  the  United
States for kids,  you will  often see a
color  scale  that  shows  elevation.
Elevation  means  how  high  a  piece  of
land is above sea level. Sea level is the
average height of the ocean. So, if  an
area is dark green, it might be near sea
level. If it is dark brown, it is very high
up, like a mountain. Another important
part of the map is the scale, which helps
you  figure  out  distances.  For  example,
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one inch on the map might equal 100
miles in real life. Teaching kids to use
the key and scale turns map reading into
a fun detective game.

MAJOR LANDFORMS OF THE
UNITED STATES

The United States is a huge country with
many  different  landforms.  A  physical
map of the United States for kids
shows  these  amazing  features  clearly.
Let  us  explore  some  of  the  most
important  ones,  from  the  highest
mountains  to  the  deepest  canyons.

Mountain Ranges
Mountains are some of the most exciting
features  on  a  physical  map.  The  two
biggest mountain ranges in the United
States are the Rocky Mountains  and
the  Appalachian  Mountains.  The
Rockies are in the western part of the
country, stretching from Canada all the
way down to New Mexico. They are tall,
rugged, and often covered in snow. On a
physical  map,  they  look  like  a  long,
bumpy  brown  stripe.  The  Appalachian
Mountains are in the eastern part of the
country,  running  from  Maine  down  to
Georgia.  They  are  older  and  more
rounded than the Rockies. Kids can learn
that  these  mountains  were  formed
millions of years ago by the movement
of the Earth's crust. There are also other
mountain  ranges,  l ike  the  Sierra
Nevada in California and the Cascade
Range  in  the  Pacific  Northwest.  Each
range  has  its  own  unique  look  and
wildlife.

Rivers and Lakes
Water is another important part of any
physical map. The Mississippi River is

one  of  the  most  famous  rivers  in  the
United States. It flows from Minnesota all
the way down to the Gulf of Mexico. On a
physical  map of the United States
for kids,  it  looks like  a  long,  winding
blue  line.  The  Mississippi  is  a  major
waterway for transportation and farming.
Another important river is the Missouri
River, which is actually longer than the
Mississippi.  It  starts  in  the  Rocky
Mountains and flows into the Mississippi.
The  Colorado  River  is  famous  for
carving out  the Grand Canyon.  It  is  a
great example of how water can shape
the land over time.
Lakes are also shown on physical maps.
The Great Lakes  are five huge lakes in
the northern part of  the country:  Lake
Superior,  Lake  Michigan,  Lake  Huron,
Lake Erie, and Lake Ontario. They are so
big that you can see them from space!
Lake Superior is the largest freshwater
lake in the world by surface area. On a
physical map, these lakes look like big
blue  blobs  connected  by  smaller
waterways. There are also many smaller
lakes, such as the Great Salt Lake in
Utah,  which  is  very  salty,  and  Crater
Lake in Oregon, which was formed by a
volcano.

Plains and
Prairies
Not  a l l  o f  t he  Un i ted  S ta tes  i s
mountainous.  There  are  huge  flat  areas
called plains. The Great Plains stretch
across the middle of the country, from
Texas  up  to  Montana.  On  a  physical
map,  these  areas  are  often  colored
green or light yellow because they are
low  and  flat.  The  Great  Plains  are
sometimes called the "breadbasket"  of
the  United  States  because  so  much
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wheat  and  corn  are  grown there.  The
Coastal  Plains  are  along the  Atlantic
Ocean  and  the  Gulf  of  Mexico.  These
areas  are  also  flat  and  are  great  for
farming  and  fishing.  For  kids,  the  plains
are easy to spot on a map because they
are large,  smooth areas without  many
bumps or wrinkles.

Deserts
Deserts are dry areas that get very little
rain.  The Mojave Desert  in  California
and Nevada is one of the most famous
deserts  in  the  United  States.  On  a
physical  map of the United States
for  kids,  deserts  are  often  shown  in
light brown or tan colors. The Sonoran
Desert is in Arizona and California, and
it is home to the famous saguaro cactus.
Deserts can be very hot during the day
and cold at  night.  Kids  can learn that
deserts  are  not  just  sandy;  they  can
have mountains, rocks, and even rivers
that  only  flow  after  rain.  The  Great
Basin Desert is a cold desert in Nevada
and Utah, which means it gets snow in
the winter. That is a fun fact to share
with children.

Coasts and
Oceans
The United States has coasts on two big
oceans: the Atlantic Ocean on the east
and the Pacific Ocean  on the west.  On
a physical map, the coastlines are shown
where  the  land  meets  the  water.  The
Atlantic coast has many sandy beaches,
bays,  and  inlets.  The  Pacific  coast  is
more  rugged,  with  cliffs  and  rocky
shores. There is also the Gulf of Mexico
to the south, which has warm waters and
beautiful  beaches. Teaching kids about

the coasts helps them understand how
the  oceans  affect  the  weather  and  the
economy of the United States. Fishing,
shipping, and tourism are all important
along the coasts.

EXPLORING THE REGIONS WITH A
PHYSICAL MAP

A physical map of the United States
for  kids  is  a  great  tool  for  exploring
different  regions.  Each  region  has  its
own unique set of landforms. Let us take
a closer look at some of these regions.

The West
The western part of the United States is
known for  its  dramatic  landscape.  The
Rocky Mountains run through this region,
along with  the  Sierra  Nevada and the
Cascade  Range.  There  are  also  deep
canyons,  like  the  Grand  Canyon  in
Arizona,  and  huge  deserts,  like  the
Mojave. The Pacific Coast has beautiful
beaches and forests. On a physical map,
the  West  is  a  colorful  mix  of  brown
mountains,  green  valleys,  and  blue
rivers. Kids can learn that this region has
some  of  the  highest  peaks  and  the
lowest  points  in  the  country.  Death
Valley, for example, is the lowest point
in North America, and it is in California.
The West is also home to many national
parks,  which  protect  these  amazing
landscapes.

The Midwest
The  Midwest  is  of ten  cal led  the
"heartland"  of  the  United  States.  This
region  is  mostly  flat,  with  the  Great
Plains covering a big part of it. There are
also the Great Lakes in the north and the
Mississippi  River  running  through  the
middle. On a physical map, the Midwest
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looks like a big, open area with lots of
green and yellow. The land here is very
fertile, which is why so many farms are
in this  region.  Kids can learn that  the
Midwest  has  cold  winters  and  hot
summers,  and  the  flat  land  makes  it
easy  for  tornadoes  to  form.  The
Mississippi River is a major highway for
boats carrying grain and other goods.

The South
The southern part of the United States is
a mix of coastal plains, mountains, and
swamps. The Appalachian Mountains run
through the eastern part of the South,
while  the  Gulf  Coast  has  flat,  sandy
beaches. The Everglades in Florida are
a  huge  wetland  with  alligators  and
unique plants.  On a physical map of
the United States for kids, the South
is often colored green for the plains and
brown for the mountains. The Mississippi
River flows through this  region,  bringing
plenty of water for farming. The South
has a warm climate, which makes it a
popular  place  for  growing  crops  like
cotton, peanuts, and oranges.

The Northeast
The Northeast is a region with a lot of
history  and a varied landscape.  It  has
the  Appalachian  Mountains,  which  are
older and lower than the Rockies. There
are also many rivers, like the Hudson
River  and  the  Delaware  River.  The
coast is rocky in some places and sandy
in  others.  On  a  physical  map,  the
Northeast shows a mix of green valleys
and  brown mountains.  The  region  has
four distinct seasons, with cold winters
and mild summers. Kids can learn that
the  Northeast  was  the  first  part  of  the
Un i ted  S ta tes  to  be  se t t led  by
Europeans, and the physical geography

played a big role in where cities were
built.

FUN ACTIVITIES WITH A
PHYSICAL MAP

Learning with a physical map of the
United States for kids can be a lot of
fun.  Here  are  some  activities  that
parents and teachers can use to make
geography exciting.

Map Puzzle
Print  out  a  blank physical  map of  the
United  States  and  cut  it  into  puzzle
pieces. Have kids put it back together.
This  helps  them  remember  where
different landforms are located. You can
also use a puzzle map that has pieces
shaped like states  or  regions.  As  they
work on the puzzle, ask them questions
like, "Where are the Rocky Mountains?"
or  "Which  river  is  the  longest?"  This
turns  a  simple  activity  into  a  learning
experience.

Color by
Landform
Give kids a blank physical map and ask
them to color it based on the landforms.
For  example,  color  mountains  brown,
plains green, and water blue. This helps
them understand the color system used
on  physical  maps.  They  can  also  add
labels  for  major  rivers,  lakes,  and
mountain ranges.  This activity is  great
for  visual  learners  and  helps  reinforce
what they have learned.
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Virtual Field Trip
Use an online interactive physical map
of the United States for kids to take
a  virtual  field  trip.  Many  websites  have
zoomable  maps  that  show  satellite
images and terrain. You can "travel" to
the Grand Canyon, the Great Lakes, or
the  Rocky  Mountains  without  leaving
your home. As you explore, talk about

what you see. Ask kids to describe the
land and guess what it would be like to
be there.  This makes geography come
alive.

Build a Landform
Model
Use clay,


