Moving Up to Standard

Some Problem Solving Challenges Based on

Geography for Life: National 

Grades 6-12

Note to the Teacher:  The following situations reflect real-life experiences that require a knowledge of the principles and content of geography if they are to be resolved successfully.  They will require your students to use their mental maps of Earth, exercise their research skills employing the tools of geography, and apply their understanding of the physical and human processes that influence the world in which we live.  These challenges represent the kind of authentic assessment models that are being used increasingly in geography classrooms at all grade levels to encourage students to apply geography to decision making and problem solving.  The parenthetical notation that concludes each exercise identifies the primary National Geography Standard being reinforced.    

1.  Several years ago, Marge was diagnosed as having rheumatoid arthritis.  Under her doctor's direction, she has been taking medication and following a careful regimens of therapeutic exercises to try to stabilize her condition.  The heat and humidity of the Chicago summers, however, has been especially difficult for her.  At her last visit to her doctor, he recommended a change of climate year round to a region with lots of dryness and low humidity.  He advised Marge that such a desert environment would certainly not be curative but it would make her more comfortable than living in Chicago.

Here are the coordinates (latitude/longitude) of four cities in the southern United States.  One is located in a desert climate zone.  Which destination should Marge choose?  Why?


a.  28°N, 80°W 


b.  29°N , 90°W 


c.  33°N, 112°W 


d.  32°N, 117°W

Note:  To help you get an orientation, the general coordinates of the Caribbean Sea are 15° N, 73° W, but don't confuse the sea with the Gulf of Mexico.  (Standard #7)

2.  The Tito Development Corporation is planning a subdivision in a hilly section north of a mid-sized city in the eastern United States.  The area is located on the Piedmont.  As part of the organizational plan, the streets will be named after major mountain ranges in the Appalachian chain.  Suggest at least four appropriate street names for this new neighborhood.  Provide a brief explanation for your choices that connect them to the physical geography of the region.  (Standards #6)

3.  If you travel on Amtrak from New York to Denver, you will go from the Eastern Time Zone through the Central Time Zone to the Rocky Mountain Time Zone.  How should you set your watch to be sure you are on Denver time when you arrive?  Put your explanation in the context of the purpose of the world's time zones.  (Standard #5)

4.  Alex is flying from Milwaukee in the Central Time Zone to visit his sister in San Francisco which is in the Pacific Time Zone.  The flight time is 3 1/2 hours.  If he leaves Milwaukee at 9 A.M., what will be the local time when he arrives in San Francisco?  Explain how you arrived at your answer.  (Standard #5)

5.  A metal fabricating company in the southeastern United States is planning to process copper as one of its products.  The purchasing agent is trying to find a source for a cheap and available supply of the mineral somewhere in the western hemisphere.  His initial research indicates that South America is his best prospect.  Which country on that continent is he most likely to choose?  Why?  (Standard #4)

6.  The City Council of a mid-sized United States city has recently contracted with a team of geographers specializing in locational analysis.  The aldermen want some recommendations about a site they have selected for a new regional airport.  To help in the study process, they provide their geography consultants with a series of aerial photographs of the proposed site.  What problem will the team have as it examines the pictures in detail?   (Standard #1)

7.  Within the last decade a tiny stowaway shellfish (known as the Zebra Clam) from the Black Sea has invaded the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River.  It has come through the St. Lawrence Seaway on ship ballast.  This foreign agent is making a nuisance of itself by clogging water intake pipes and filtration systems in hundreds of cities and towns along the lake shores.  The control costs are skyrocketing and costing municipalities hundreds of millions of dollars annually.  Of course, that means higher taxes and higher water bills.  What benefit, if any, has the clam been to the streams and lakes it has invaded?  (Standard #15)

8.  A highly successful development company is planning to purchase a strip of land along the coast of North Carolina to build a resort community for vacationers and retirees.  One of its most attractive features of the site is a fairly well preserved tidal marsh.  The company's engineers have conducted several feasibility studies over the last year to determine how to use the property in a profitable yet responsible way.  Which of these human activities is likely to have the most negative impact on the ecosystem of the tidal marsh?  Develop a rationale for your answer.


A.  draining a part of the marsh to build a marina for pleasure boats


B.  constructing a pontoon bridge across the marsh with several landfill parking 
lots along the way for summer tourists who will visit the marsh via skimmer 
boats operated by the development company   



C.  planning to make the marsh into a fish and game preserve for seasonal 
hunters and year-round fishermen


D.  donating several thousand acres of the marsh to the National Park Service to 
become a part of its national seashore project and developing the rest as a high-
rise condominium community for retirees  (Standard #14)

9.  Physical processes are constantly at work either renewing or modifying the landscape.  If you go on a camping trip to a desert region in the southwestern part of the United States, what are some of the physical processes you will likely observe?  Be able to explain the kind of impact they have had on the desert environment.  (Standard #3)

10.  Recent newspaper articles report that 1995 worldwide was the warmest year on record.  Some environmentalists and physical geographers argue this confirms that global warming is an increasing part of the present reality of Earth's environment.  What are some of the reasons being offered to explain this phenomenon?  Should we be concerned about the situation?  (Standard #16)
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