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The concept of ‘powerful knowledge’ was proposed
15 years ago by sociologist of education Michael
Young, who developed this idea to refer to what
‘knowledge can do or what intellectual power it
gives to those who have access to it’ (2008: 14).
In particular, he argues that the main purpose of
schools should be to teach a powerful knowledge
enabling students to understand and think beyond
the limits of their own experience. Drawing upon
Young’s work, geography educators have begun
to consider the notion of ‘powerful geographical
knowledge’ (Catling and Martin, 2011; Lambert,
2014; Maude, 2016; Morgan, 2011; Roberts,
2014). Power implies a capacity to do something
that has an effect or outcome, so powerful geograph-
ical knowledge should be geographical knowledge
that has powerful outcomes for people who have
it, and particularly school students.

However, it is important to distinguish ‘powerful
knowledge’ from ‘knowledge of the powerful’.
According to Young, knowledge of the powerful
‘is defined by who gets the knowledge in a
society’ (2008: 14), so the ruling ideas are the
ideas of the ruling class. In geography, knowledge
of the powerful was defined during the 19th
century by Geographical Societies as institutions
to promote the advancement of geographical
science, but also to use cartography to advance the
project of colonialism in Africa and Asia as they
had strong support from the mercantile, diplomatic,
and military classes. Thus, ‘geographical knowl-
edge of the powerful’ served as a mean of political
and economic control and oppression of other

territories for imperial purposes. In the 20th
century, geographical knowledge of the powerful
was indeed influenced by academic structures
(Johnston and Sidaway, 2016: 8–9, 27), financially
dependent upon government funding and private
sponsorship. This, combined with technological
advancements, enabled a reinforcement of geo-
graphical knowledge of the powerful with the rise
of quantitative paradigms in the discipline
(Murphy and Mamadouh, 2022). These processes
are even more evident in the 21st century, where
geographical knowledge of the powerful is based
on computational analysis and Geographical
Information Systems, geo-big data, geo-AI, and
geospatial intelligence for military purposes.

By contrast, ‘powerful geographical knowledge’
provides students and citizens with new ways of
thinking about the world for engaging debates on
global understanding from local experience. It also
encompasses a geographic education and curriculum
committed to cognitive processes that go beyond per-
sonal experience, which offers an opportunity for dis-
advantage people to ‘acquire powerful knowledge…
to move, intellectually at least, beyond their particular
local circumstances’ (Young, 2008: 15). In other
words, ‘powerful geographical knowledge’ enables
students to comprehend the interconnectedness of
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various global and local issues, and it is vital for
pupils’ empowerment as citizens to become aware
of their civil rights and the challenges of sustainabil-
ity for the betterment of their respective communities.

In an attempt to implement powerful pedagogies
in the Australian school geography curriculum,
Maude (2018) defines five types of knowledge that
may be considered both powerful and geographical,
namely knowledge that provides students with
powerful ways of thinking, analyzing, inquiring,
explaining, and understanding spaces, places, envir-
onments, interactions, distributions, spatial models,
generalizations, and so on, or knowledge that
enables students to follow and participate in debates
on significant local, regional, national, and global
issues, based on a deep knowledge of the world.

In the United States, the Geocapabilities project
was initially launched with a pilot study in 2011,
funded by a grant to the American Association of
Geographers (AAG) from the U.S. National
Science Foundation, and grounded upon the
concept of powerful geographical knowledge.
Subsequently, between 2013 and 2015, and
funded by a European Commission Comenius
project, this initiative developed through a process
of international collaboration involving a consider-
able amount of original research and pilot testing
with teachers and teacher educators related to the
Commission on Geographical Education of the
International Geographical Union (IGU-CGE), the
U.S. National Center for Research in Geography
Education, and the European Association of
Geographers (EUROGEO), but also related to the
British institutions contributing to the academic
debate, including the Institute of Education
(University College London) and the Geographical
Association. Geocapabilities was extended for a
third phase (2018–2021) by means of a European
Commission Erasmus + project.

Over the last decade, powerful geographical
knowledge and geocapabilities have been two high-
lighted lines of innovation and research in geo-
graphic education (Brooks et al., 2018; Lambert
et al., 2015; Mitchell et al., 2022) and in presenta-
tions at geographic education conferences organized
by the IGU-CGE, the AAG, and EUROGEO, thus
allowing a fruitful dialogue around these two

concepts among international geography educators
coming from diverse communities not only in
North America but also Continental Europe, Latin
America, and Asia, as expressed in the forthcoming
Handbook of Geography Education. Powerful geo-
graphical knowledge and geocapabilities aim to
better explain and understand the world; to think
about alternative futures of geographic education
based on social justice; and to emphasize the role
of teachers as curriculum leaders who help young
people develop greater potential to lead a life
informed by geography’s powerful knowledge,
especially through the acquisition of geographical
knowledge with new geospatial technologies (De
Miguel et al., 2019; Fargher, 2018).

An initiative derived from the previous one is
Powerful Geography, developed by the Grosvenor
Center for Geographic Education (Texas State
University) and the National Center for Research
in Geography Education (AAG). Powerful
Geography is a new approach to teacher training
and geography education based on theories of
human development and powerful disciplinary
knowledge, having its roots in Geocapabilities. A
proposed curriculum such as Powerful Geography
is based upon a simplified content framework,
from the five themes of the U.S. National
Standards (location, place, relationships, movement,
and regions) to the four domains of Powerful
Geography (human geography, physical geography,
environment and society, places and regions)
(Boehm et al., 2018), but changing the teaching
and learning perspective from top-down to
bottom-up. The powerful knowledge framework
also includes geospatial technologies and geo-
graphic skills as cross-cutting topics with the four
content areas, taking into account personal and
career goals and aspirations of students, thus broad-
ening the discipline of geography and the geograph-
ical workforce. Therefore, Powerful Geography
seeks to make connections between student interest
and the real world, and to raise awareness and appre-
ciation among students about geography and its
applicability to a wide range of jobs and careers.

In Europe, a parallel approach has been devel-
oped by EUROGEO, but it has been contextualized
in the European Framework of Key Competences
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for Lifelong Learning (European Commission,
2019). For European geography educators, powerful
(and useful and transformative) geography is based
on three competences: geographical thinking,
spatial thinking, and spatial citizenship, related to
the three components of the European Framework
(knowledge, skills, and values), respectively, or to
three dimensions of geographic education – geo-
graphical knowledge, geographical skills, and geo-
graphical practices (De Miguel, 2020; De Miguel
and Donert, 2022), as Geography is able to face
the complexity and diversity of processes,
systems, and interconnections in human–environ-
ment relations by developing analytical thinking,
critical thinking, and lateral thinking (De Miguel,
2019). Additionally, EUROGEO has implemented
the Geography, Democracy, European Citizenship,
and the Digital Age (GEODEM) initiative. This
has led to the development of a constructive and
meaningful dialogue among geography educators
from 23 European countries and beyond, and the
agreement of a GEODEM benchmark statement
about what to teach and how to teach geography
in order to empower students as citizens. In this
case, powerful geography helps students recognize
the societal relevance of Geography when learning
about Europe and to weigh up the importance of
European values and European rights in the face
of local, national, and global challenges.

This influence of powerful geographic knowl-
edge and geocapabilities has recently resulted in
other curriculum proposals based on powerful geog-
raphy, either in primary (Dolan, 2020) or secondary
education (Enser, 2021). Powerful geographical
knowledge and geocapabilities have also been influ-
ential in opening a dialogue in this journal on the
relationship between powerful school geography
and the future of geography as an academic field
of study based on an open pluralist pedagogy to
take the discipline forward (van Meeteren, 2023).

The powerful geography movement has consid-
erable potential to cultivate ‘spaces of hope’
(Harvey, 2000) among the next generation of geog-
raphy teachers and students. As President of the
EUROGEO, it is my hope that a pedagogy based
upon a powerful geography will help reshape the
future of geographic education in the 21st century.

ORCID iD
Rafael de Miguel González https://orcid.org/0000-
0002-9347-5296

References

Boehm R, Solem M and Zadrozny J (2018) The rise of
powerful geography. The Social Studies 109(2):
125–135.

Brooks C, Butt G and Fargher M (eds) (2018) The Power
of Geographical Thinking. Cham: Springer.

Catling S and Martin F (2011) Contesting powerful
knowledge: The primary geography curriculum as an
articulation between academic and children’s
(ethno-) geographies. The Curriculum Journal 22:
317–335.

De Miguel R (2019) Europe In a global context:
EUROGEO and the role of geography and European
geographers. European Journal of Geography 10(4):
160–176.

De Miguel R (2020) Geographical and geospatial compe-
tences from school education to higher education:
The contribution of EUROGEO in the international
projects. Journal of Research and Didactics in
Geography 2(10): 57–65.

De Miguel R and Donert K (2022) Geography and inter-
national education. In Kolosov V, García-Alvarez J,
Heffernan M and Schelhaas B (eds) A Geographical
Century: Essays for the Centenary of the
International Geographical Union. Cham: Springer,
pp. 135–154.

De Miguel R, Donert K and Koutsopoulos K (eds) (2019)
Geospatial Technologies in Geography Education.
Cham: Springer.

Dolan A (2020) Powerful Primary Geography. A Toolkit
for 21st-Century Learning. London: Routledge.

Enser M (2021) Powerful Geography: A Curriculum with
Purpose in Practice. Carmarthen: Crown House
Publishing.

European Commission (2019) Key Competences for
Lifelong Learning. Publications Office of the
European Union. DOI: 10.2766/569540

Fargher M (2018) WebGIS for geography education:
Towards a geocapabilities approach. ISPRS
International Journal of Geo-Information 7(3): 111.

Harvey D (2000) Spaces of Hope. Berkeley: University of
California Press.

de Miguel González 3

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9347-5296
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9347-5296
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9347-5296
https://doi.org/10.2766/569540


Johnston R and Sidaway J (2016) Geography and
Geographers: Anglo-American Human Geography
since 1945. 7th ed. London: Routledge.

Lambert D (2014) Subject teachers in knowledge-led
schools. In: Young M, Lambert D, Roberts C and
Roberts M (eds) Knowledge and the Future School:
Curriculum and Social Justice. London: Bloomsbury
Academic, pp. 159–187.

Lambert D, Solem M and Tani S (2015) Achieving human
potential through geography education: A capabilities
approach to curriculum making in schools. Annals of the
Association of American Geographers 105(4): 723–735.

Maude A (2016) What might powerful geographical
knowledge look like? Geography 101(2): 70–76.

Maude A (2018) Geography and powerful knowledge: A
contribution to the debate. International Research in
Geographical and Environmental Education 27(2):
179–190.

Mitchell D, Hanus M, Béneker T, et al. (2022) Enhancing
teachers’ expertise through curriculum leadership:

Lessons from the GeoCapabilities 3 project. Journal
of Geography 121(5–6): 162–172.

Morgan J (2011) Knowledge and the school geography
curriculum: A rough guide for teachers. Teaching
Geography 36: 90–92.

Murphy A and Mamadouh V (2022) Geography and
social issues. In Kolosov V, García-Alvarez J,
Heffernan M and Schelhaas B (eds) A Geographical
Century: Essays for the Centenary of the
International Geographical Union. Cham: Springer,
pp. 235–245.

Roberts M (2014) Powerful knowledge and geo-
graphical education. The Curriculum Journal 25:
187–209.

van Meeteren M (2023) Futuring geography’s pluralist
pedagogy. Dialogues in Human Geography. DOI:
10.1177/20438206231177060.

Young M (2008) From constructivism to realism in the
sociology of the curriculum. Review of Research in
Education 32(1): 1–28.

4 Dialogues in Human Geography 0(0)

https://doi.org/10.1177/20438206231177060

	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


