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Maximizing 
Geographic 

Inquiry:

Question Formulation,    
Connecting to Standards, 
and Civic Engagement

● C3 Framework Inquiry Arc

● Inquiry-based state 

standards

● NGS Geo-Inquiry Process

● Question Formulation 

Technique

● Taking Informed Action

● Additional inquiry resources

● Question and answer



When you see a 
purple slide today, 
like this one, it is a 
cue that I’m hoping 
for some audience 
participation



Source: NCSS 2013



Source: Iowa Social Studies Standards 2017



Source: Iowa Social Studies Standards 2017: 7



Source: Iowa Social Studies Standards 2017: 28



Source: Iowa Social Studies Standards 2017: 35 



Source: Nevada Academic Content Standards for Social Studies 2018



Source: Nevada Academic Content Standards for Social Studies 2018: 26



Source: Nevada Academic Content Standards for Social Studies 2018: 28



What is an 
example of a 
specific inquiry-
based geography 
standard in your 
state?



Source: National Geographic Society 2017





What geographic 
question do you 
think would be 
well suited to Geo-
Inquiry at your 
grade level and in 
one of your 
courses?



Example Geo-Inquiry Questions

● How can local ranchers best keep discarded baling twine away from 

osprey?

● What are the optimal locations in my community for food bank 

distribution sites?

● How can we promote tree planting as a means to better protect low-

income neighborhoods from heat-related illness and heat mortality?

● How can we document and preserve sites in our community that 

contributed to the Civil Rights Movement and equality for all?

● How can we alleviate traffic in front of the school at the start and end 

of the school day?



Source: Right Question Institute 2018; Rothstein and Santana 2017 



The Question Formulation Technique 
(QFT)

● Produce your questions
○ Ask as many questions as you can
○ Do not stop to discuss, judge, or answer the questions
○ Write down every question exactly as it is stated
○ Change any statement into a question

● Improve your questions
○ Mark each question as ‘open ended’ or ‘close ended’
○ Name the value of each type of question
○ Change questions from one type to another

● Prioritize the questions
○ Pick your three most important questions

● Determine how you are going to use your questions

Source: Right Question Institute; Rothstein and Santana 2017: 25-26



The Question Focus
(QFocus)

● Opposite of using the teacher’s question as a prompt

● QFocus criteria
○ It has a clear focus
○ It is not a question
○ It provokes and stimulates new lines of thinking
○ It does not reveal teacher preference or bias

Source: Right Question Institute; Rothstein and Santana 2017: 28-30 



Designing a QFocus

● Why do you want your students to formulate questions?

● Step 1: Define the purpose
○ Generate interest
○ Stimulate new thinking
○ Deepen comprehension
○ Gather information about student understanding

● Step 2: Generate possible ideas

● Step 3: Identify pros and cons for each idea

● Step 4: Chose one QFocus idea and assess it against the four 

criteria

● Step 5: Imagine questions students may develop

Source: Right Question Institute; Rothstein and Santana 2017: 34-35



Have you asked 
your students to 
formulate their 
own questions?  If 
so, how has it 
gone?



Raising Awareness

Vs.

Taking Informed 

Action



Source: UNI Dance Marathon 2019



Source: Miracle Network Dance Marathon 2020



Source: UNI Dance Marathon 2020



Source: UNI Dance Marathon 2020



Source: UNI Dance Marathon 2020



Charitable Care 18%

Medical Research 12%

Life-Saving Equipment 15%

Education, Patient 

Services, Advancement 

Services

55%

Source: UNI Dance Marathon 2020; 

Miracle Network Dance Marathon 2020



What topics have 
worked well for 
your students for 
integrating 
geography + 
civic engagement?



Source: Swan, Lee, and Grant 2017



Source: ESRI 2023



Thank You!

Email: Alex.Oberle@uni.edu
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