
Unpacking Geography 
Education Standards

Moving Towards ‘Powerful Geography’



Discussion Questions

• Should standards focus on skills or content?
• What are the potential complications of having standards be skill

based? Content based?



Objective

• Students will be able to apply geography standards to guide the 
development of meaningful learning experiences to engage students 
in engagement-based learning. Students will engage in a discussion of 
the influence of standards, examine sets of national and state 
standards, and participate in direct learning about the development, 
purpose, and measurement of learning objectives and standards. 

• Summed up – be able to use standards to develop lessons that help 
meet



Thematic or Regional?

• Short answer – both
• Teach themes, models, big 

geographic ideas
• Use case studies to highlight 

examples or applications
• Teach region by region
• Within framework of big ideas, 

themes, models, etc…



Physical or Human?

• Again, short answer – both
• Geography is very much about 

looking at relationships
• Human-Environment Interactions

one of the 5 themes



Nebraska State Geography Standards

• Present from K-12
• Concepts become more abstract into 

later grades
• Not all are present throughout

• Content organized between 5 
themes of geography
• Location & Place are one strand
• Regions
• Human-Environment Interactions
• Movement

• Content connected to physical and 
human geography



Standards grow with students



Inclusion 
of Skills



Debated topics within Nebraska Standards

• Climate Change
• Renewable Energy
• Globalization
• American Exceptionalism
• Multicultural Standard





Representing a global education

• Standards identify what to 
teach, not how to teach it
• Use variety of “case studies” to 

represent a variety of cultures, 
places, experiences, etc…
• Avoid representations that only 

portray one narrative 

• Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie –
Danger of a Single Story (TED)



Nigeria



Also Nigeria



Discussion Question

• What role should an instructor 
have within a geography 
classroom? Facilitator or 
presenter? 

• What are the questions that an 
instructor should ask themselves 
whenever they are developing a 
lesson?



Geocapabilites – 3 Futures

• Adapted of research by Michael 
Young and Johan Muller
• Geocapabilities as a 

Collaboration between American 
(American Association of 
Geographers - AAG) and 
European researchers
• Michael Solem - USA
• Sirpa Tani – Finland
• David Lambert - UK



Defining Geocapabilities

• “A capabilities approach to 
education considers how the 
individual can lead a life that she 
or he has reason to value. 
A GeoCapabilities approach 
argues that an individual will 
develop greater potential to do 
this if they acquire geographical 
knowledge, enabling them to 
think geographically.” –
geocapabilities.org



Future 1 (F1) – Fact Based Curriculum

• A mostly fact-based curriculum in which the teacher is seen as 
imparting knowledge and wisdom to students
• Students are passive learners



Future 2 (F2) – Skill Based Curriculum

• Curriculum focuses on skills and 
“competencies” 
• Students are active, but learning 

for the sake of learning
• Focus is not as much on what 

students are learning, but how 
they are doing it



Future 3 (F3) - Engagement

• Concerned not only with how 
students learn, but also what 
they learn
• Room for creativity to allow for 

students flexibility to be curious
• Development of ”Powerful 

Geography” increasing students 
knowledge of the world





For Further Exploration

• Geocapabilities.org

Powerfulgeography.org



State Testing Requirements

High Stakes
• Nebraska Student-Centered 

Assessment System (NSCAS)
• English (3rd-8th)
• Math (3rd-8th)
• Science (5th-8th)

• NSCAS ACT – High School
• English
• Math
• Reading
• Science
• Writing - Optional

Federal or Optional
• National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP)
• On cycle – grades 4, 8, & 12

• AP© Human Geography
• 1250 Nebraska Students in 2020
• Primarily offered in public schools in 

larger cities and suburbs
• AP© Environmental Science

• Only 40 students in Nebraska in 2020
• Mean score 3.0



2020 Nebraskan Scores by Race

Score

American 
Indian/ 
Alaskan 
Native

Asian Black Hispanic/ 
Latino White Two or More

No 
Response

Total

5 X 20 5 15 108 4 2 154

4 4 25 4 19 214 16 10 292

3 1 28 9 26 267 20 13 365

2 3 11 6 17 74 4 6 121

1 1 34 14 77 160 20 12 318

Total 9 118 38 154 823 64 43 1250

Mean 2.89 2.88 2.47 2.21 3.04 2.69 2.63 2.87



2020 Nebraskan Scores by Gender

Score Males Females

5 60 94

4 126 165

3 143 219

2 37 84

1 111 207

Total 477 769

Mean 2.97 2.81

* Scores for students who identify as 
other or non-binary redacted due to 
limited numbers



Discussion Question

• What role should standards have 
in the planning of learning 
experiences? 

• Does having standards restrict 
the ability for teachers to 
develop more meaningful 
lessons?



Education Psych 101



Using Standards to guide your objectives

• Student Learning Goals/Objectives
• Objective should include what you want

students to get from lesson and how you
plan to accomplish that
• Ex. Students will able to explain the human and 

natural factors that affect the climate of the 
planet through participating in a simulation and 
completing an E.S.P.N chart using relevant 
resources. (3.1.b, 3.2.a, 3.3.a, 3.3.b)


