
What are the Sandhills?
The Nebraska Sand Hills form the largest sand 
dune area in the Western Hemisphere (58,000 
km  ). Beneath the Sand Hills lies over 35% of 
the groundwater stored in the High Plains 
aquifer. Today, the Sand Hills are stable and 
covered by native grassland interspersed with 
wetlands and lakes. 
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Teachers will 
canoe on the 

Dismal River and 
learn about the 

Sand Hills system.

Project Overview
Stripped to its essence, this project is about sand, grass, and water, their 
interactions, and the stability of the Nebraska Sand Hills over the last few 
thousand years. Although the dunes are almost entirely stabilized by native 
grassland today, ranchers fight even the smallest blowout for fear that bare 
sand will spread. Ranchers and scientists alike recognize the Sand Hills, the 
largest sand dune area in the Western Hemisphere, as a highly non-linear 
system, a "desert in disguise".  The Sand Hills have mobilized several times in 
the Holocene and most dunes are thought to be less than 5000-8000 years 
old. 

Recent observations by UNL geoscientists indicate that many of these dunes 
were destabilized (lost their grass cover) and active as recently as 900 years 
ago.  This observation has led to numerous research questions.

The stability of the Sand Hills affects not only hundreds of cattle ranches, but 
also the recharge of the High Plains Aquifer, which extends into eight High 
Plains states. Of the total groundwater stored in this vast aquifer, 65% occurs 
in Nebraska and over half of that lies under the Sand Hills.  Due to the high 
water table, interdunal valleys in portions of the Sand Hills contain extensive 
complexes of lakes, wetlands, and naturally sub-irrigated wet meadows, which 
together cover about 10% of the landscape. 

Apply online at http://sandhills-biocomplexity.unl.edu/ by 
choosing the Educational Outreach tab on the right.  

Or complete and return the enclosed application.

Research 
Significance
Selected teachers will 
participate in the first 
research project to 
understand the Sand 
Hills using an integrated, 
cross disciplinary 
approach.  A range of 
scientists from such 
disciplines as geology, 
paleoecology, geomor-
phology, ecology, 
goespatial analysis, and 
meteorology have been 
assembled for this task.

Educational 
Significance
An outcome of this project 
will be curriculum units that 
will provide K-12 students the 
opportunity to learn about 
complex environmental 
interactions.  During this 
project teachers will partici-
pate in research and have 
the opportunity to translate 
this activity into meaningful 
educational experiences.  


