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INTRODUCTION TO THE AP HUMAN GEOGRAPHY GRAND REVIEW

Preparing for the AP Human Geography exam can feel like a monumental task. With seven major
units to master, from population and migration to urbanization and development, students often
need a comprehensive resource that ties everything together. This AP Human Geography Grand
Review is  designed to  serve as  exactly  that:  a  thorough,  easy-to-follow synthesis  of  the core
concepts,  models,  and  theories  that  underpin  the  course.  Whether  you  are  in  the  final  weeks  of
exam prep or seeking to reinforce your understanding of key spatial patterns, this guide will help
you navigate the complexities of human geography. By exploring the interconnections between
culture, politics, economics, and the environment, you will gain the spatial perspective needed to
excel on exam day.

UNDERSTANDING THE SCOPE OF AP HUMAN GEOGRAPHY

AP Human Geography is not simply about memorizing place names or capital cities. It is a college-
level course that examines the spatial organization of human activity and the relationships between
people and their environments. The course emphasizes key geographical concepts such as scale,
space, place, pattern, and regionalization. A strong grand review will revisit these foundational ideas
while also diving into the specific content areas tested on the exam.
The course is organized into seven major units: Thinking Geographically, Population and Migration,
Cultural Patterns and Processes, Political Geography, Agriculture and Rural Land Use, Cities and
Urban Land Use, and Industrialization and Economic Development. Each unit builds upon the others,
and successful test takers understand how these topics overlap. For instance, migration patterns are
closely  tied  to  economic  development,  and  political  boundaries  often  reflect  cultural  divisions.  A
holistic  review  helps  you  see  these  connections  clearly.

FOUNDATIONAL CONCEPTS IN THINKING GEOGRAPHICALLY

Key Geographic Terms and Models
The first unit establishes the vocabulary and analytical tools used throughout the course. You should
be comfortable  with terms such as absolute and relative location,  site  and situation,  and the
concepts  of  density,  concentration,  and  pattern.  Understanding  scale  is  also  crucial:  are  you
analyzing a local neighborhood, a city, a region, or the entire globe? Each scale of analysis reveals
different patterns and explanations.
Maps are the geographer's primary tools. You will need to distinguish between reference maps,
which show location, and thematic maps, which display spatial patterns of data. Be familiar with
projection  types  such  as  the  Mercator,  Robinson,  and  Peters,  and  understand  the  trade-offs  each
makes in terms of area, shape, distance, and direction. The absolute and relative locations of places
help explain why certain regions develop in particular ways, while the spatial perspective asks you
to consider why phenomena occur where they do and how they interact across space.
Models such as the Geographic Information System (GIS) and remote sensing are also important. GIS
allows geographers to layer data to analyze complex spatial  relationships, and remote sensing
provides satellite imagery that can track environmental and human changes over time. These tools
are  not  just  for  geographers;  they  are  used  by  urban  planners,  emergency  responders,  and
marketing firms to solve real-world problems.

The Importance of Spatial Thinking
Spatial thinking is the ability to recognize and interpret patterns across Earth's surface. It involves
asking where things are located, why they are there, and what the consequences of that location
are. For example, why are many of the world's largest cities located on coasts? Why do certain
agricultural  products  grow  in  specific  climate  zones?  Why  do  political  boundaries  often  follow
physical features like rivers or mountain ranges? By answering these questions, you develop a
geographic perspective that is valuable not only for the exam but for understanding current events
and global issues.
Regions are another essential  concept.  Formal regions are defined by uniform characteristics such
as language or climate; functional regions are organized around a central node like a transportation
hub; and perceptual regions exist in people's mental maps, such as "the South" or "the Midwest." A
thorough grand review will ask you to identify examples of each and explain how they change over
time.

POPULATION AND MIGRATION PATTERNS

Demographic Transition Model and
Population Pyramids
The study of population is central to human geography. The Demographic Transition Model (DTM)
describes how a country's population changes over time as it industrializes, moving from high birth
and death rates to low birth and death rates. The model has four stages, with some theorists adding
a fifth stage of population decline. You should be able to analyze a country's stage based on its birth
rate, death rate, and natural increase rate.
Population pyramids are powerful visual tools that show the age and sex distribution of a population.
A pyramid with a wide base indicates high birth rates and a young population, typical of Stage 2
countries. A more columnar shape suggests low birth and death rates, as seen in Stage 4 countries.
Pyramids can also reveal historical events: a "baby boom" creates a bulge, while war or famine
creates a noticeable indentation. Understanding these visual patterns helps you predict future needs
for schools, healthcare, and housing.
Key population concepts include the crude birth rate, crude death rate, total fertility rate (TFR), and
doubling time. The equation for population change is simple: births minus deaths plus net migration.
However,  the  implications  are  far-reaching,  affecting  resource  use,  economic  growth,  and
environmental sustainability. The concept of carrying capacity reminds us that Earth has limits, and
the Malthusian theory suggests that population grows faster than food supply, leading to famine and

conflict.  Neo-Malthusians  argue  that  overpopulation  remains  a  pressing  global  concern,  while
Cornucopians  believe  human  innovation  can  overcome  resource  constraints.

Migration: Types, Push and Pull Factors,
and Consequences
Migration  is  the  permanent  or  semi-permanent  relocation  of  people  across  space.  You should
differentiate  between  internal  migration,  such  as  rural-to-urban  movement,  and  international
migration, which can be voluntary or forced. Ravenstein's Laws of Migration, though formulated in
the 19th century,  still  provide a useful  framework:  most migrants move short  distances,  long-
distance migrants tend to move to major economic centers, and each migration stream produces a
counter-stream.
Push  factors  drive  people  away  from  their  origin,  including  war,  persecution,  poverty,  and
environmental degradation. Pull factors attract people to a destination, such as job opportunities,
political  freedom,  and  family  reunification.  Intervening  obstacles,  such  as  physical  barriers  or
immigration  restrictions,  can  slow  or  halt  migration  flows.  The  gravity  model  predicts  that  the
interaction between two places is proportional to their population sizes and inversely proportional to
the distance between them.
The consequences of migration are complex. For sending countries,  remittances can boost the
economy, but  brain drain may deprive the country of  skilled workers.  For  receiving countries,
migration  can  fill  labor  shortages  and  enrich  cultural  diversity,  but  it  can  also  generate  social
tensions  and  strain  public  services.  The  concept  of  transnationalism  describes  how  migrants
maintain connections to their home countries through economic, political, and cultural ties.

CULTURAL PATTERNS AND PROCESSES

Culture, Language, and Religion
Culture encompasses the beliefs,  practices,  and artifacts that define a group of people.  It  includes
material  culture,  such as buildings and clothing,  and nonmaterial  culture,  such as values and
traditions.  Cultural  geographers  study  how  culture  spreads  across  space  through  diffusion
processes.  Expansion  diffusion  occurs  when  a  cultural  trait  spreads  outward  from  a  hearth,  while
relocation  diffusion  involves  the  physical  movement  of  people.  Hierarchical  diffusion  spreads
through  social  elites,  contagious  diffusion  spreads  through  direct  contact,  and  stimulus  diffusion
involves  the  spread  of  an  underlying  idea  that  is  adapted  to  local  conditions.
Language is a key marker of cultural identity. The world's major language families, such as Indo-
European and Sino-Tibetan, have diffused through migration and conquest. Dialects and isoglosses
reveal regional variations within a language. The concept of a lingua franca, such as English or
Swahili, facilitates communication across linguistic boundaries, but it can also threaten endangered
languages. The study of toponyms, or place names, reveals the history and values of a region.
Religion shapes landscapes and cultural practices. Universalizing religions, including Christianity,
Islam, and Buddhism, actively seek converts and are spread across many regions. Ethnic religions,
such  as  Hinduism and Judaism,  are  tied  to  a  specific  group or  place.  Religious  landscapes  include
places  of  worship,  pilgrimage routes,  and  burial  practices.  Understanding  the  distribution  and
diffusion of religions helps explain geopolitical conflicts, social norms, and architectural styles.

Cultural Landscape and Identity
The cultural landscape is the visible imprint of human activity on the land. Buildings, roads, fences,
and  even  field  patterns  all  tell  a  story  about  the  people  who  created  them.  Carl  Sauer  and  the
Berkeley School of geography emphasized that landscapes are not just physical; they are cultural
artifacts  that  reflect  human  values  and  history.  You  should  be  able  to  "read"  a  landscape  by
identifying  its  components  and  inferring  the  cultural  processes  that  shaped  it.
Ethnicity and gender also play important roles in shaping cultural geography. Ethnic enclaves, such
as Chinatowns or Little Italys, show how immigrant groups cluster to maintain cultural traditions.
Gender  roles  influence  the  division  of  labor,  access  to  resources,  and  spatial  patterns  of  activity.
Feminist geography critiques traditional approaches that have ignored women's experiences and
contributions to the landscape.

POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY AND GEOPOLITICS

States, Nations, and Boundaries
Political geography explores the spatial organization of political systems. A state is a sovereign
territory  with  a  permanent  population,  defined borders,  and  a  government.  A  nation  is  a  group of
people with a shared identity, often based on culture, language, or history. A nation-state exists
when a  nation's  territory  coincides  with  a  state's  borders,  as  in  Japan or  Iceland,  but  this  is
increasingly rare.
Boundaries  are  the  lines  that  separate  states  and  can  be  classified  by  their  origin  and  function.
Antecedent boundaries existed before the landscape was heavily populated; subsequent boundaries
are drawn after settlement; and superimposed boundaries are imposed by outside powers, often
with little regard for local cultures, as in colonial Africa. Relic boundaries no longer function but
remain visible in the landscape, such as the Berlin Wall. The concepts of centrifugal and centripetal
forces help explain whether a state is stable or at risk of disintegration. Centripetal forces, such as a
national language or a strong economy, unite people, while centrifugal forces, like regionalism or
ethnic conflict, pull them apart.

Geopolitics and Supranationalism
Geopolitical theories attempt to explain the relationship between geography and power. Halford
Mackinder's Heartland Theory argued that control of Eastern Europe and Central Asia was key to
world domination. Nicholas Spykman's Rimland Theory emphasized the importance of the coastal
fringes of Eurasia. Though these theories feel dated, they influenced 20th-century foreign policy and
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continue to be referenced in contemporary discussions of global strategy.
Supranational  organizations  have  become  increasingly  important  in  a  globalized  world.  The
European Union, the United Nations, and NATO are examples of states cooperating across borders
for  economic,  political,  or  security  purposes.  These  organizations  can  diminish  the  absolute
sovereignty  of  individual  states  but  also  provide  benefits  such  as  trade  access  and  collective
security. Devolution is the opposite process: the transfer of power from a central government to
regional authorities, often driven by ethnic or cultural differences, as seen in Scotland, Catalonia, or
Quebec.
Election  geography  examines  how  voting  patterns  reflect  spatial  differences  in  demographics,
economics, and culture. Gerrymandering is the manipulation of electoral boundaries to favor a
particular party or group, and it can be analyzed using geospatial data. Understanding political
geography helps you make sense of everything from local elections to global conflicts.

AGRICULTURE, FOOD PRODUCTION, AND RURAL LAND USE

Agricultural Revolutions and Production
Systems
Agriculture  is  the  deliberate  modification  of  Earth's  surface to  grow crops  and raise  livestock.  The
First  Agricultural  Revolution,  or  Neolithic  Revolution,  marked  the  transition  from hunting  and
gathering to settled farming. The Second Agricultural  Revolution, associated with the Industrial

Revolution,  introduced  new  tools,  crop  rotation,  and  increased  yields.  The  Third  Agricultural
Revolution, or Green Revolution, used high-yield seeds, fertilizers, and irrigation to dramatically
boost food production in the mid-20th century, especially in developing countries. While the Green
Revolution reduced hunger,  it  also  increased reliance on fossil  fuels  and chemical  inputs  and
contributed to environmental degradation.
Agricultural production systems vary widely. Subsistence agriculture includes shifting cultivation,
pastoral nomadism, and intensive wet-rice farming. Commercial agriculture includes mixed crop and
livestock farming, dairy farming, and plantation agriculture. The von Thunen model explains why
different types of  farming occur at  different distances from a market:  perishable and heavy goods
are produced close to the market, while nonperishable and lighter goods can be produced farther
away.
The changing nature of agriculture has led to increased globalization of food systems. Commodity
chains show how food moves from farm to table, involving producers, processors, distributors, and
consumers. Issues of food security and food sovereignty are increasingly important, as is the rise of
local food movements and organic farming.

Rural Land Use and Settlement Patterns
Rural  settlement  patterns  reflect  historical,  cultural,  and  economic  factors.  Clustered  settlements,
where houses and buildings are grouped together, were common in medieval Europe for defense
and community interaction. Dispersed settlements, with farmsteads spread across the landscape,
are more typical in areas of homesteading and individual land ownership. Linear settlements form
along roads, rivers, or coastlines.


