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ABSTRACT 

It is difficult to imagine any successful geographical study without recourse to maps (type and scale) because they 

are the geographer’s tools but the ability to use these maps by students is difficult. This paper x-ray the perceived 

students’ difficulties associated with map-reading in senior secondary schools. The research sampled 8 schools 

within Nasarawa Area Inspectorate Office of Education. A population of eighty (80) students were sampled. Data 

were collected through the administration of questionnaire. Both structured and unstructured interviews with the 8 

principals of the sampled schools were conducted. Simple percentages (%) statistical technique was employed for 

analyzing the data. The research revealed the extent to which map-reading is difficult to the students of senior 

secondary schools, such difficulties include; mathematical nature of map reading, qualification of geography 

teachers, poor teaching methods of teachers, lack of teaching equipment, shortage of time for practicals and lack of 

funds. These difficulties contributed to students’ poor performance in map-reading examinations. The research 

recommends possible solutions to the difficulties for enhancing map-reading learning process and to remove 

students’ pseudo-ideas that map-reading is abstract and difficult to understand. 
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1.0     BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

The teaching of geography is at different levels of educational programmes. This work concentrates on secondary 

education. Subjects taught at this level include, English language, Mathematics, Physics, History, Government, 

Agricultural Science, Chemistry, CRS, IRS, Geography to mention a few. 

The researcher is concerned with the learning of geography with references to map-reading which has undergone 

many stages ranging from map production which came into being in 1452 (Amy:2007), skill acquisition, its teaching 

tasks and learning techniques involved. 

The methods of teaching map reading include demonstrative, role play (simulation), discussion, inquiry, project, 

discovery. The efficiencies of these methods depend largely on teacher’s techniques of choosing the suitable 

methods. 

According to Ediger (2001) discovery, inquiry and discussion methods can best be used to approach map reading in 

senior secondary schools.Map reading is the process of studying to identify and locate, read and interpret both 

physical and human aspects seen in the map(s).  

The perceived difficulties in map-reading scares geography students from the discipline. The removal of geography 

at both primary and junior secondary schools by government lays another poor foundation for students at senior 

secondary school level.  
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According to Rebecca (2013), students who offer geography at senior secondary level are always met with very poor 

backgrounds because they were not trained in primary and junior secondary elementary map reading as its 

foundation. Hence, map reading at the senior secondary level becomes compacted and cumbersome for the students.  

Most students base their reasons of not offering geography on the fact that map reading is the most difficult section 

of geography. 

 

1.1    PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the extent to which the perceived difficulties associated with map reading 

enhances successes or failures in geography at senior secondary school level. So as to come out with certain 

suggestions towards improving or modifying the difficulties associated with map reading in senior secondary school. 

These purposes are meant to explore the following issues in map reading. 

i. Whether map reading is really taught in senior secondary school classes. 

ii. Whether there are qualified teachers who teach map reading in senior secondary classes. 

iii. Whether maps are used during geography lessons. 

iv. The extent to which the idea of map reading interpretation is inculcated in the minds of the students. 

v. Whether students have interest in map reading. 

vi. Whether inadequate equipment in geography laboratories affect map reading in senior secondary schools 

or not.  

vii. Whether time allocated for map reading lessons is sufficient or not. 

 

1.2    SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

This investigation would; 

i. Arouse interest of map reading in both geography teachers and students and non-geographers as they lay 

their hands on a copy of this work.  

ii. Improve the poor conditions of handling map-reading at senior secondary school level.  

1.3   SCOPE AND LIMITATION OF THE STUDY 

This research is limited to only senior secondary schools in Nasarawa Local Government Area of Nasarawa State 

where geography is taught as an educational discipline of secondary education level. However, necessary and 

relevant examples from other close areas were made for comparison and analytical purposes. 

2.0   BRIEF REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

According to Stross (2012), the first produced map was the allegorical map produced in 1472. The complex nature 

of map-reading starts with the production, map maker, and then the printer. Map production became the work of 

cartographers between 1600s and 1800s. The difficulties experienced  by map makers and the printers in terms of 

producing a meaningful and an appropriate map relates to these complexities such as concept understanding by 

teachers, students and readers. Ann (2015) posited that map-reading complexity does not lie only in its nature and 

skill acquisition but also in its teaching. Therefore, both teachers and students of geography need endurance, 

constant practice and acquaintance in acquiring map-reading skills, a task to be fulfilled. 

Faulkner (2010) say “poor mathematics foundation has led to students’ poor performance in both mathematics and 

geography (map-reading in particular)”. This shows that mathematical background is a necessity in alleviating the 

difficulties in geography with particular reference to map-reading.  

 

2.1   NATURE AND SCOPE OF MAP-READING 

In an attempt to trace the nature, scope and function of map-reading, Philip (2015) adds that “expansion of 

knowledge in map-reading is made possible by the breakthrough in science and technology which generates a host 

of controversies and devices for acquiring, storing and utilizing knowledge”.  

Amy (2007) defined map-reading as the process of producing and using map(s) to analyze and assess certain 

geographical phenomena. It is hence, the process of practicalizing theories in geography. Philip (2015) outlined the 

types of maps used in teaching map-reading at Senior Secondary School level to include; 

i. Cadastral and topographical (ordinance survey) maps: large-scale maps showing detailed information. 

ii. Atlas maps covering large areas of land with few details 
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iii. Distributions/statistical maps: They show mainly the distribution of geographical phenomena.  

iv. Sketch maps: These are free-hand drawn and unscaled maps purposely for geographical illustrations. 

Erwin (2015) concisely outlined the common characteristics of maps as thus: 

i. Maps have language: refer to the terminologies attached to map signs and symbols e.g contour lines, spurs 

ii. Maps peculiarity: Means that most maps look different from textbooks in that they contain all their 

information on a page. 

iii. Maps are complex: This means that map sheets may contain simple landscape while others have complex 

signs and symbols of both physical and human aspects on them. 

 

2.2   TEACHING METHODS IN MAP-READING 

Ann (2015) believed that teaching has infinite roles such that not all who call themselves “teachers” are capable of 

handling the professionals tasks required ahead of them. According to them, there are many categories of teachers 

raging from “born teachers”, “made teachers”, “drop in teachers” (i.e non-professional teachers) to probationers (i.e 

semi-qualified teachers).  

Teaching is the aptness to impact knowledge (whether born or acquired) for the benefit of the learners and the 

society they belong to (Gersmehl:2005). 

Hilton et al (1961) concludes that the teacher of map-reading should be geared towards developing skills, problem-

solving and ability to draw conclusions and judgments in the students. 

Joy et al (2004) maintained that “the way we treat subject-matter and the way we treat children constitute method”. 

Similarly Adetoye (1981) says that a method of teaching is the manner in which the teacher makes the wheels of the 

curriculum to turn at a particular time and during a specific aspect of the educational process in order to maintain the 

learner’s interests and make learning possible. 

As individuals differ, methodologies also differ in the teaching field (Long: 1974). Therefore in the selection of a 

good method out of the manifolds, a geography map-reading teacher should possess the qualities highlighted as thus; 

he need to: 

i. exercise patience 

ii. possess good knowledge of map-reading 

iii. know the psychological differences and needs of the learners/students.  

iv. possess good skills in handling map-reading tasks. 

v. have good foresight 

vi. possess interest in map-reading 

vii. possess good physique and strength.  

 

3.0   SAMPLE AND SAMPLING TECHNIQUES 

The study was conducted between February and March, 2017. A population of 80 students were sampled and data 

were collected through the administration of questionnaire. The area in which the sampling exercise was conducted 

include 8 senior secondary schools within the inspectorate office of education Nasarawa LGA of Nasarawa State. 

The study was confined to only those who offer geography. The schools are GSS Nasarawa, Government College 

Nasarawa, GDSS Nasarawa, GSS Marmara, GSS Laminga, GSS Ara, GSS Gudunje-Sabo and GSS  

Kurudu. SS1 and 11 students were randomly but carefully selected in the sampled schools. 10 students were chosen 

in every school for even distribution of questionnaires. The selection of students was based on the principles of all 

those who took positions 1-5 in both SS1 and II. The implication of the selection of 5 students from SS1 and 5 from 

SSII in every school is to justify the principles of the selection. 10 students’ questionnaires were distributed to the 

individuals at each chosen school. This gives a total of 80 distributed questionnaires. Of these number (80), 76 

copies were filled and returned but 4 copies were unreturned. Simple percentage (%) statistical technique was 

employed for analyzing the data. 
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Table 1: Statistics of schools visited and the distribution of questionnaires. 

 

S/NO 
NAME OF 

SCHOOL 

NO. OF 

QUESTIONNAIRES 

DISTRIBUTION 

NO 

RETURNED 

% OF 

QUESTIONNAIRES 

RETURNED 

1. GSS Nasarawa 10 9 11.8 

2. GC Nasarawa 10 8 10.5 

3. GDSS Nasarawa 10 9 11.8 

4. GSS Marmara 10 10 13.2 

5. GSS Laminga 10 10 13.2 

6. GSS Ara 10 10 13.2 

7. GSS Gudunje-Sabo 10 10 13.2 

8. GSS Kurudu 10 10 13.2 

9. TOTAL 80 76 100 

The table shows that from the questionnaires distributed, and analyzed, 95% of the 80 distributed copies were 

returned for data analysis. At this rate, the responses are adequate and good for a fair and just generalization. 

Keywords: Randomly, simple percentage, responses, generalization 

The questionnaire was designed in 2 sections A and B. Section A reveals the background of every chosen student 

while section B covers 5 related items concerning the purpose of the study. 

Oral interviews were conducted in the form of discussion with 8 geography teachers, one each from the schools 

visited. The investigation gathered from the interviews were that; 

i. Field trips/work are not organized in the schools. 

ii. Map reading need  specialists to teach it. 

iii. There are no geography laboratories and gardens in the schools visited.  

iv. Where the laboratories exist, they are unequipped.  

 

4.0  DATA ANALYSIS 

According to Ann (2015), the outlook of a map is conditioned by the purpose in mind. This section analyze, 

interpret and generalize the discussion of the data derived through the administered questionnaires. 

 

Table 2: Sex and age of respondents 

 

S/NO NAME OF SCHOOL SEX AGE OF RESPONDENTS 

  M F 12-15 16-20 21-25 26 ---- 

1. GSS Nasarawa 6 3 3 6 - - 

2. GC Nasarawa 7 1 1 6 1 - 

3. GDSS Nasarawa 5 4 1 7 1 - 

4. GSS Marmara 6 4 1 8 - 1 

5. GSS Laminga 7 3 2 7 1 - 

6. GSS Ara 8 2 - 9 1 - 

7. GSS Gudunje-Sabo 10 - 1 7 1 1 

8. GSS Kurudu 9 1 1 8 1 - 

9. TOTAL 58 18 10 58 6 2 
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Of the 76 respondents, 58 were males while 18 females. Most of the respondents fall within the age range of 16-20 

years. (12-15 years were 10, 16-20 years were 58, 21-25 years were 6 while 26 years and above were 2).  

(a) Analysis of item 1 (questionnaire) 

 

Table 3: Statistics of students who believed that their geography teachers are qualified and experienced in the 

teaching of map-reading.  

 

ITEM 1 NAME OF SCHOOL RESPONSES TOTA

L Yes  No 

We have qualified geography 

teacher(s) who teach map 

reading effectively in my school 

GSS Nasarawa 3 6 9 

GC Nasarawa 3 5 8 

GDSS Nasarawa 3 6 9 

GSS Marmara 4 6 10 

GSS Laminga 2 8 10 

GSS Ara 8 2 10 

GSS Gudunje-Sabo 4 6 10 

GSS Kurudu 3 7 10 

TOTAL 30 46 76 

PERCENTAGE (%) 39.5 60.5 100 

Table 3 indicates that the difficulties associated with map-reading in senior secondary schools is lack of qualified 

geography teachers. The result shows that only 39.5% of geography teachers are truly qualified while 60.5% are 

unqualified.  

 

 (b) Analysis of item 2 (questionnaire) 

 

Table 4: Reasons for difficulties in map-reading 

 

S/NO Reasons for 

difficulties due 

to teacher’s 

methodologies 

GS

S 

NA

S 

GC 

NA

S 

GDS

S 

NAS 

GSS 

Marmara 

GSS 

Lamina 

GS

S 

Ara 

GSS 

Gudunje 

Sabo 

GSS 

Kurudu 

TOTA

L 

% 

1. Not understood 6 5 7 7 6 3 6 7 47 61.7 

2. Fairly 

understood 

3 3 2 3 3 5 3 2 24 31.6 

3. CLEARLY 

Understood 

0 0 0 0 1 2 1 1 5 5.3 

4. TOTAL 9 8 9 10 10 10 10 10 76 100 

Table 4 shows that the manner of teaching map reading by most geography teachers is not understood (61.8%) 

and/or fairly understood by students (31.6%). The table indicates that only 5.3% of the sampled students understand 

their teachers during teaching and learning process. 
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(c) Analysis of item 3 (questionnaire) 

 

Table 5: Other reasons for the difficulties in map-reading 

 

S/NO Reasons for 

the 

difficulties 

GSS 

NAS 

GC 

NAS 

GDSS 

NAS 

GSS 

Marmara 

GSS 

Lamina 

GSS 

Ara 

GSS 

Gudunje 

Sabo 

GSS 

Kurudu 

TOTAL % 

1. Abstract 

nature 

3 3 4 4 2 4 2 2 24 31.6 

2. Mathematical 

nature 

6 5 5 5 7 3 6 8 45 59.2 

3. Other reasons 

not specified 

0 0 0 1 1 3 2 0 7 9.2 

4. TOTAL 9 8 9 10 10 10 10 10 76 100 

 
Table 5 indicates that 90.8% of the respondents attributed the difficulties associated with map-reading to the 

abstractness and the mathematical nature of the subject while a negligible percentage (9.2%) attributed their reasons 

to other reasons not specified. 

 

(d) Analysis of items 5 and 6: Students opinion on geography laboratories. 

Students were allowed to express their feelings as to whether their geography laboratories (if any) are averagely 

equipped with map reading teaching equipment or not; and if the time allocated for map-reading lessons is 

sufficient. 

 

Table 6: Availability of laboratory equipment in schools 

 

S/No Issues 

raised 

GSS 

NAS 

GC 

NAS 

GDSS 

NAS 

GSS 

Marmara 

GSS 

Lamina 

GSS 

Ara 

GSS 

Gudunje 

Sabo 

GSS 

Kurudu 

TOTAL % 

1. Laboratory 

Equipped 

8 6 1 0 2 2 0 0 19 25 

2. Laboratory 

Not 

Equipped 

1 2 8 0 8 8 1 1 29 38 

3. No 

Laboratory 

0 0 0 10 0 0 9 9 28 37 

4. TOTAL 9 8 9 10 10 10 10 10 76 100 
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The analysis of their responses show that only a few schools have geography laboratories that are equipped (25%) 

while most sampled schools have no geography laboratories (37%) and  where they exists, they are not equipped 

(38%).  

 

 

 

4.1   THE EFFECT OF THE PERCEIVED DIFFICULTIES ON STUDENTS 

Geography students have over the years produced poor results in geography papers with particular reference to map-

reading.  

Kirk (1980) believed that the nature of map reading right from its making pose problems to the cartographer, 

geography teachers and students. The students believe that map-work is abstract in its mathematical nature. This 

belief denies them of developing interest. This belief is replicated in the study area. 

Barrows (2016) supported Kirk’s belief by saying that another problem in teaching map-reading lies in how to help 

children understand scale. According to him, one common problem with the students of physical geography is the 

inherent belief that the map-reading is difficult because it is among other things “abstract”. This was also discovered 

in the study area with over 31% opinion. 

Most students in secondary schools quickly learn to use conventional signs and symbols yet confusion does occur on 

the recognition of those that are similar in shape. Hence, role learning is encouraged (ability to grasp signs and 

symbols but cannot recognize and relate similar features on the map with the real features seen on the ground.  

 

4.2   IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS 

It is generally believed that map-reading is abstract because of its mathematic nature. The implication is that the 

belief repels so many intending students from offering geography. It also discourages some teachers from teaching 

map-reading. Hence, its adverse effect is on geography students. 

The least qualification found in the sampled schools was NCE graduates. The implication is that some university-

graduates tend to under-rate NCE holder teaching map-reading at SSS level. The graduates have inadequate teaching 

techniques in approaching map-reading thereby misleading the students in interpreting both physical and human 

features. 

The teachers’ methodologies applied in the teaching of map-reading and the language they (teachers) use during 

teaching pose a hindrance to the understanding of map-reading by students. 

Fieldwork in geography is a practical study of geographic features on the landscape that exposes geography students 

to what they learnt in theory during classroom teaching and learning but a good percentage of geography teachers in 

secondary schools imprisons their students in the classrooms without exposing them to see the real physical features 

in the field.  

5.0   RECOMMENDATIONS 

Since the study of geography particularly map-reading has suffered and perhaps always will suffer from the 

centrifugal tendencies (Gersmehl 2005), it is therefore, important to develop and adopt an integrated approach in the 

teaching of map-reading. Attempts must be made to link map-reading work with both physical and human aspects of 

geography (Abler et al: 1971).  

1. Pictures should be used to supplement the contours of certain features e.g fiord, ria or coral to enable 

students see the actual representation on ordinal survey map sheet (Espenshade: 1970).  

Keywords: Map language, Centrifugal tendencies, pictures, contours, fiord, coral  

2. Introduction of geography and map-reading in primary and junior secondary education level is desired. 

3. Years of experience should be the parameters of determining who is to handle map-reading in senior 

secondary school level of a school. 

4. Both mechanical and non-mechanical teaching aids must be used in teaching map-reading. Mechanical aids 

include, tape recorder, television, projectors while non-mechanical aids include, globes, atlases and 

textbooks. 

5. Teachers should endeavour to cover map-reading content for the success of the students. 
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6. School authorities should always make requisition of map—reading equipment into geography laboratories 

and gardens. The available apparatus should be put to their best usage in order to enhance progress in map-

reading and geography in general.  

7. Teachers should improve their teaching methods and vary them for the success of teaching exercise. 

8. Government should provide funds to secondary schools for buying map-reading equipment and organizing 

field excursions. 

9. Time allocation for map-reading practical be reconsidered by the governments. It really needs extension to 

say about 1½ hours to 2 hours if meaningful progress in map-reading is aimed at.  

10. Incentive facilities should be provided to geography teachers in order to motivate them to successfully 

handle map-reading for the benefit of the students. 

 

5.1   CONCLUSION 

For maximum performance of students to be achieved in map-reading tasks, hard work, diligence and dedication are 

needed from examination boards, governments, parents, geography teachers and students.  
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