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UNDERSTANDING THE CORE OF
AP HUMAN GEOGRAPHY
CHAPTERS

AP Human Geography is a college-level
course that  introduces students to the
systematic  study  of  patterns  and
processes  that  have  shaped  human
understanding,  use,  and  alteration  of
Earth’s surface. The course is structured
around  seven  major  topics,  often
referred  to  as  AP  Human  Geography

chapters.  These  chapters  are  not
arbitrary  divisions;  they  represent  the
foundational  pillars  of  geographic
inquiry. Students who master these AP
Human  Geography  chapters  gain  a
powerful lens through which to view the
world, analyzing everything from global
migration trends and cultural diffusion to
the layout of cities and the complexities
of political borders. This comprehensive
guide  will  walk  you  through  each  of
these essential units, exploring the key
concepts,  models,  and vocabulary that
are critical for success on the AP exam
a n d  f o r  d e v e l o p i n g  a  d e e p e r
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understanding  of  our  interconnected
world.
The beauty of the AP Human Geography
curriculum lies in its ability to connect
disparate global events into a coherent
framework. By studying these specific AP
Human  Geography  chapters,  learners
move  beyond  simple  memorization  of
place names and instead begin to ask
"why"  and  "how"  questions.  Why  do
certain regions attract migrants? How do
cultural  practices  spread  across  the
globe? What are the spatial implications
of economic development? The answers
to these questions are woven throughout
the  seven  s tandard  AP  Human
Geography chapters, making the course
one of the most relevant and dynamic
subjects  a  high  school  student  can
undertake. Let us delve into each unit to

uncover the rich content they contain.

THE FOUNDATIONAL CHAPTER:
THINKING GEOGRAPHICALLY

Before  diving  into  specific  topics,  every
student  must  first  grasp  the
foundational concepts of geography.
This  opening  unit,  often  the  most
conceptually  dense  of  all  AP  Human
Geography chapters, sets the stage for
everything that follows. It introduces the
core  geographic  question:  "Where  are
things located, and why are they there?"
This chapter is not just about maps; it is
about  a  unique  way  of  thinking  that
emphasizes spatial  relationships,  scale,
and the interconnectedness of places.
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Key Concepts in
Geographic

Thinking
Students  learn  to  distinguish  between
absolute location  (using  coordinates)
and  relative  location  (describing  a
place in relation to others). The concepts
of space, place, and scale are critically
examined. A key theme is the difference
between the physical landscape and the
cultural landscape—how human actions
alter  the  natural  environment.  Models
and  theories,  such  as  the  geographic
approach to understanding diffusion (the
spread of ideas, diseases, or traits), are
first  introduced  here.  Students  become

familiar  with  terms  like:

Patterns and Processes:
Identifying regularities in spatial
distribution and the mechanisms
that create them.
Environmental Determinism
vs. Possibilism: A crucial debate
about how much the physical
environment dictates human
activities.
Scale Analysis: Understanding
how phenomena look different at
the global, regional, national, and
local levels.

Mastering  the  vocabulary  and  mental
frameworks  of  this  first  unit  is  essential
for navigating the remaining AP Human
Geography  chapters ,  as  every
subsequent  topic  builds  upon  these
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geographic  tools.

POPULATION AND MIGRATION
PATTERNS AND PROCESSES

This is often one of the most engaging
AP Human Geography chapters because
it deals directly with people: where they
are  born,  where  they  live,  and  where
they  move.  Population  geography
examines the distribution, density,  and
composition  of  the  human  population,
while migration studies analyze the flows
of  people  across  space.  This  chapter
provides  critical  insights  into  global
challenges  like  overpopulation,  aging
societies,  and  the  refugee  crisis.

Analyzing
Population Data
and Trends
Students  learn  to  use  tools  like  the
population pyramid  to  understand  a
country's  demographic  structure,  and
the  Demographic  Transition  Model
(DTM) to explain how population growth
changes  with  industrialization.  Key
concepts  include:

Crude Birth Rate (CBR) and
Crude Death Rate (CDR): Basic
measures of population change.
Total Fertility Rate (TFR): The
average number of children born
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to a woman in her lifetime.
Malthusian Theory: The classic
(and controversial) argument
about population growth
outstripping food supply.

The Dynamics of
Migration
The second half of this chapter in many
AP Human Geography chapters focuses
on  movement.  Students  analyze  push
and pull factors—the negative conditions
that drive people away from a place and
the positive attractions that draw them
to a new one. Ravenstein’s Laws of
Migration  are  studied,  as  are  different
types of migration (voluntary vs. forced,

internal  vs.  international).  The  chapter
often  explores  the  concept  of  "place
utility"  and the "gravity  model,"  which
predicts that migration flows are greater
between larger populations and shorter
distances. Understanding these patterns
is  crucial  for  comprehending  current
political debates around immigration and
border security.

CULTURAL PATTERNS AND
PROCESSES

Culture  is  the  "lens"  through  which
people  see  the  world.  The  third  unit
among  the  s tandard  AP  Human
Geography chapters dives deep into how
cultural  traits—including  language,
re l ig ion ,  e thn ic i ty ,  and  soc ia l
customs—are created,  maintained,  and
spread across space. This chapter is a
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fascinating  exploration  of  what  makes
places  unique  and  how  globalization
threatens  to  homogenize  those
differences.

Elements of
Culture
The  chapter  begins  by  defining  culture
and its key components: cultural traits
(the  smallest  units  of  culture,  like
wearing  a  specific  style  of  clothing),
cultural  complexes  (combinations  of
traits),  and  cultural  regions  (areas
where  people  share  similar  traits).
Students  learn  about:

Language and Religion: Two of
the most powerful forces in

shaping cultural identity and
landscapes. The study of language
families (e.g., Indo-European) and
universalizing vs. ethnic religions
(e.g., Christianity, Islam vs.
Hinduism, Judaism) is core
content.
Cultural Diffusion: How do ideas
spread? The different
types—relocation, expansion,
hierarchical, and contagious
diffusion—are modeled and
applied to real-world examples like
the spread of hip-hop music or a
new technology like a smartphone.
Cultural Landscapes: The
visible, physical expression of a
culture on the landscape. This
includes architecture, land use
patterns, place names (toponyms),
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and the layout of sacred sites.

Globalization and
Local Culture
A major theme in this unit, as in many
later AP Human Geography chapters, is
the  tension  between  globalization  and
the  preservation  of  local  cultures.
Students  analyze  the  concepts  of
cultural appropriation, assimilation,
and  acculturation.  The  spread  of  a
"global  culture,"  often  driven  by
corporate  giants  (a  concept  known  as
" M c D o n a l d i z a t i o n "  o r
"Hollywoodization"),  is  contrasted  with
the  efforts  of  indigenous  and  ethnic
groups  to  maintain  their  unique

identities. This unit encourages students
to critically view the world around them,
seeing  culture  not  as  static  but  as  a
dynamic, contested process.

POLITICAL PATTERNS AND
PROCESSES

If culture binds people together, politics
often divides them (and their territory).
The fourth chapter in the sequence of AP
Human Geography chapters focuses on
the organization of  the Earth's  surface
into political units. From sovereign states
to supranational organizations, this unit
explores  how power  is  exercised  over
space.
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The State and Its
Shapes
The  central  concept  is  the  state  (a
politically  organized  territory  with  a
permanent  population,  defined  territory,
and government). Students learn about
the  different  shapes  of  states  (compact,
elongated, fragmented, perforated) and
t h e  p o l i t i c a l  a d v a n t a g e s  o r
disadvantages  that  come  with  each
shape.  Key  concepts  include:

Borders and Boundaries: How
boundaries are defined, delimited,
and demarcated. The different
types of boundaries (antecedent,
subsequent, superimposed, relic)

are critically important for
understanding many of the world's
conflict zones.
Nations and Nation-States: The
difference between a state (a
political entity) and a nation (a
cultural group). The ideal of a
"nation-state" is rarely achieved,
leading to centrifugal forces
(forces that pull a country apart,
like separatist movements) and
centripetal forces (forces that unify
a country, like a national anthem).
Geopolitics: Theories like the
Heartland Theory and Rimland
Theory, which attempt to explain
the global distribution of power,
are often studied in this unit.
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International and
Supranational
Organizations
The  chapter  concludes  by  moving
beyond  the  state  to  examine  global
governance.  The  role  of  the  United
Nations, the European Union, NATO,
and the African Union are analyzed as
examples of supranationalism. Students
explore  how  these  organizations
challenge the traditional concept of state
sovereignty,  a  crit ical  theme  for
understanding 21st-century politics. This
unit  of  the  AP  Human  Geography
chapters is essential for grasping news
headlines  about  trade  wars,  territorial

disputes, and international cooperation.

AGRICULTURE AND RURAL LAND-
USE PATTERNS AND PROCESSES

Before  the  industrial  revolution,  nearly
everyone  was  a  farmer.  This  chapter
among  the  AP  Human  Geography
chapters  examines  the  origins  and
diffusion  of  agriculture,  as  well  as  the
m a s s i v e  c h a n g e s  b r o u g h t  b y
industrialization  and  globalization  to
rural landscapes. It connects directly to
issues  of  food  security,  sustainability,
and land degradation.

Origins and



10

10 Ap Human Geography Chapters 2023-05-23

Revolutions
The  un i t  beg ins  w i th  the  First
Agricultural Revolution (the Neolithic
Revolution), where humans transitioned
from hunting and gathering to sedentary
farming.  Students  learn  about  the
Second  Agricultural  Revolution
(using tools and technology to increase
output)  and  the  Third  Agricultural
Revolution  (the Green Revolution and
modern biotechnology).

Agricultural
Systems and

Land Use
The  core  of  this  chapter  involves
understanding  different  types  of
agriculture, from subsistence farming
(shifting cultivation, pastoral nomadism)
to commercial agriculture (plantation
agriculture,  mixed  crop/livestock
systems,  market  gardening).  A  famous
model  studied  in  this  unit  is  von
Thünen’s  Model,  which  predicts  the
location  of  different  types  of  farming
based  on  the  distance  to  a  central
market. Key vocabulary includes:

Intensive vs. Extensive
Agriculture: Based on the
amount of labor or capital input
per unit of land.
Agricultural Regions: Identifying
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the dominant crops and farming
systems in different parts of the
world.
Global Supply Chains: How food
production is now a globalized
system, connecting farmers in one
country to consumers thousands of
miles away.

This  chapter  provides  a  vital  l ink
between the past and present, showing
how our  fundamental  relationship  with
t h e  l a n d  h a s  e v o l v e d  a n d  t h e
environmental  consequences  of  that
evolution.

CITIES AND URBAN LAND-USE
PATTERNS AND PROCESSES

As  the  world  becomes  increasingly
urban, this chapter on cities has never

been more relevant. The sixth unit of AP
Human  Geography  chapters  examines
the  origin,  function,  distribution,  and
internal  structure  of  cities.  It  provides
the tools to understand why cities look
the way they do and how they function
as  complex  social  and  economic
systems.

Where are Cities
Located?
The unit  begins  with  models  of  urban
hierarchy  and  distr ibut ion.  The
Christaller’s  Central  Place  Theory
explains  the  size  and  spacing  of
settlements  based  on  the  goods  and
services  they  provide.  The  rank-size
rule and the concept of a primate city
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(a  city  that  dominates  the  country’s
economy  and  population)  are  also
critical  concepts.

Internal
Structure of
Cities
This  is  perhaps the most  model-heavy
sect ion  of  the  ent i re  AP  Human
Geography  curriculum.  Students  must
learn and apply several classic models of
urban structure:

The Burgess Concentric Zone1.

Model: A 1920s model of Chicago
showing a city growing outward in
concentric rings.
The Hoyt Sector Model: A2.
modification emphasizing
transportation corridors shaping
urban growth into wedge-shaped
sectors.
The Harris and Ullman Multiple3.
Nuclei Model: Acknowledging
that cities grow around several
distinct nodes (downtown, airport,
industrial park, etc.).
The Latin American, Southeast4.
Asian, and African City Models:
Understanding that the classic
American models do not


