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ABSTRACT

In this paper I explain that place-based education has much to offer middle school students, 
including promoting literacy learning and learning in general. Finding connections to 
place are important and valuable experiences for today’s young people in a globalised era. 
After providing some background information about student motivation and engagement, 
literature about place-based education is summarised. Three examples of place-based 
education are discussed before concluding with several suggestions of place-based activities 
that can be included in the English classroom.

Some literature about place-based education
For some students, engagement and motivation in the classroom is problematic, particularly 
if they have fallen behind with literacy learning or if they cannot find links between the 
classroom,	 the	 curriculum	 and	 their	 lives	 (Groundwater-Smith,	 Mitchell,	 &	 Mockler,	
2007). Some secondary students may also be encouraged to resist school if their parents 
see schooling as focused on equipping young people for leaving, with learning having little 
relevance for a future life in the rural place, and not providing the skills and knowledge 
required	for	building	a	life	locally	(Corbett,	2005,	2007).	These	attitudes	to	schooling	are	
being exacerbated by modern curriculum documents focused on skills which are assessed 
by	standardised	tests.	Gaskins	(2008)	suggests	that	the	structure	of	the	modern	curriculum	
offers little time for students to be autonomous learners.

Instead, there is a reliance on extrinsic motivation in contrast to authentic tasks which 
promote	intrinsic	motivation	(Ryan,	2008).	Wilhelm	(2007)	suggests	that	alienation	results	
from a focus on received information instead of providing opportunities for students to 
develop and use their strategic and conceptual knowledge, and to explore and develop 
personal understandings. He also proposes that student alienation is a result of their 
learning not being connected to their own life experience or with their real world. That is, 
learning should be organised around ‘inquiry’ learning and complex problem solving and 
connected	 to	 students’	 lives	 (Beach	&	Haertling	Thein,	2006;	Comber,	Nixon,	&	Reid,	
2007; Hunsberger, 2007).

These	concerns	about	education	are	not	new.	Dewey’s	(1916)	work	led	him	to	conclude	
it is important that classroom learning incorporates children’s interests and enables them to 
find	a	purpose	for	their	learning	(Smith,	2002;	Taboda,	Guthrie,	&	McRae,	2008).	Dewey	
was concerned that the lack of connection between formal schooling and students’ lives 
results in schooling becoming a chore rather than an opportunity to explore questions that 
arise, and so does not encouraging students to become competent and contributing members 
of their families and communities. By locating learning in students’ lives, it is possible to take 
advantage	of	their	natural	interests	and	their	desire	to	be	valued	(Smith,	2002).	Similarly,	
Ryan	(2008)	highlights	the	importance	of	authentic	tasks	for	student	motivation.

Piaget proposed that background knowledge held by students has an important role 



18

Literacy Learning:
the Middle Years

Volume 21

Number 3

October 2013

in their learning, particularly when they are able to compare what they already know with 
new information and then reformulate what is already known. This reformulation can 
occur through either assimilating new information with existing knowledge; modifying 
held knowledge to accommodate the new information; or, in some other way establishing 
a balance between the knowledge already held and the new information or perceptions 
(Fisher,	Frey,	&	Lapp,	2008).	That	is,	the	prior	knowledge	students	bring	to	school	from	
their homes and communities can and should be linked with the new content or skills being 
taught.

Place-based education has grown out of an array of pedagogical approaches, including 
environmental education and outdoor education, community-based learning initiatives 
including	 service	 learning	 and	 vocational	 education	 (Powers,	 2004)	 and	 consequential	
education	 (Shelton,	2005).	This	 approach	provides	 connections	between	 students	 in	 the	
classroom	and	their	lives	and	community	beyond	the	school	fence	(Gruenewald	&	Smith,	
2008). It is a pedagogy which uses the local community and environment as a starting point 
or a focus for teaching, and can be used in any learning area or combination of learning areas. 
Place-based education has an emphasis on hands-on real-world learning experiences using 
local	resources	(Sobel,	2004).	Importantly,	place-based	education	provides	an	opportunity	
for	students	to	gain	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	local	place	where	they	live	(Gruenewald,	
2003), and also opportunities for students to participate in working for change.

Place-based education uses place as a key resource and catalyst for learning activities, 
through either a specific learning activity, a series of learning activities extending over a 
period of time, or even as the basis for the entire curriculum as occurs at Sunnyside 
Environmental School in Portland, Oregon. A significant benefit of place-based education is 
that the knowledge students bring from their homes and communities is valued, but equally 
importantly,	it	enhances	the	students’	knowledge	of	their	local	community	(Brooke,	2003;	
Gruenewald, 2003), including all or some of the physical or natural, economic, political, 
social	and	cultural	elements	of	the	place	where	they	live	(Smith,	2002).

Gruenewald	(2003)	advocates	the	benefits	of	a	critical	pedagogy	of	place,	a	combination	
of place-based education and critical pedagogy, where critical pedagogy challenges the 
assumptions, practices and outcomes that are taken for granted in mainstream education 
and	 included	 in	 considerations	where	 there	 is	 a	 focus	on	place	 (p. 3).	Such	an	approach	
helps students understand how their community has been shaped, to recognise the resources 
available in their community, and identify ways they can contribute to its future development. 
It can give students opportunities to learn how to live well in their community and to 
understand ways in which they can avoid exploiting it. Reinhabitation is learning about 
looking	 after	 or	 nurturing	 both	 the	 people	 and	 the	 place	 where	 the	 students	 live	 (e.g.,	
looking	at	how	to	maintain	or	improve	water	quality)	(Gruenewald,	2003,	p. 9).	It	requires	
sufficient knowledge about the local place to identify, affirm and conserve aspects of the local 
environment	 (social,	 cultural,	 and	 physical).	Recognising	 and	 avoiding	ways	 of	 thinking,	
talking and interacting that exploit either the location or others who live in that place is 
referred	to	by	Gruenewald	(2003)	as	decolonisation	(p. 9)	and	is	a	second	outcome	of	place-
based education integrated with a critical pedagogy.

Modern curriculum documents, such as the Australian Curriculum, are criticised for their 
placelessness. A search of the Australian Curriculum indicates, with several exceptions in the 
Geography and Science curriculum documents, that references to place and community only 
appear	 in	 the	materials	 for	 the	earliest	 years	of	 schooling	 (Foundation–2).	However,	 this	
placelessness in the curriculum does not mean place cannot be the focus of learning activities 
for	all	year	levels,	or	that	learning	activities	need	to	be	decontextualised	(Green	&	Corbett,	
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2013). Rather, teachers are able to introduce place as the focus or the starting point for a 
unit of work or a learning activity. Education with a focus on the local place does not lead 
to parochialism, but leads to engagement with events and issues beyond the local. Eppley 
(2011)	points	out	 that	mastery	of	discourses,	demonstrated	by	 the	 successful	 creation	of	
particular genres, a key element of literacy education, is a goal of place-based education, and 
this is true of each of the examples of place-based learning shared or outlined below.

Examples of place-based learning activities
Several Australian published award winning picture books provide information about 
successful place-based learning programs which have been conducted in schools in Aboriginal 
communities. One is The Papunya School book of country and history	 (Papunya	School	&	
Wheatley, 2001). Papunya is an Aboriginal community situated in a remote location in the 
centre of Australia. This book was written to become locally relevant reading material for 
students at the school, including their cultural heritage, but predominantly telling of the 
arrival of Europeans to the region and the development of the community at Papunya. It 
recounts some of the events in the history of the community and the lives of the people, 
particularly how the Anangu	 (the	 collective	 name	 for	 the	 Indigenous	 people	 of	 central	
Australia)	related	to	the	Tjulkura	(white	people),	and	the	establishing	of	the	Papunya	School.	
The book concludes with a quotation from a member of the community:

We want to see the children, after being educated at Papunya School, coming out like honey ants 
full of honey – nice and healthy honey – not poison inside. We want to see the children learning 
both	ways,	and	coming	out	bright	orange	and	yellow	together,	like	honey	ants.	(Linda	Kapunani	
Allen)	(Papunya	School	&	Wheatley,	2001,	p. 45)

Papunya is situated close to where the honey ant dreaming tracks meet, and so this 
quotation reflects the community’s desire for students to emerge from their schooling 
equipped to engage with both Anangu traditional life and with the mainstream world of the 
Tjulkura. Members of the community worked with Wheatley to draft the text, and students 
contributed some of the illustrations to the book.

Our world: Bardi Jaawi: Life at Ardiyooloon	 (One	 Arm	 Point	 Remote	 Community	
School, 2010) shares the learning of students in a coastal community in north-western 
Western Australia where Elders and the community sought and gained permission to provide 
a fortnightly cultural program in the school. The community gained native title rights in 
2006 and made the request to the school in 2008 with the goal of ensuring the Bardi Jaawi 
traditional culture and language were learnt by the young people and retained for future 
generations	(One	Arm	Point	Remote	Community	School,	2010).	The	leaders	of	the	cultural	
program report that the program has become a key part of the school’s curriculum. They 
state in the background information at the end of the book:

The integration of the Bardi Jaawi traditional ways of life with the contemporary school 
curriculum has produced a vibrant, energetic and rich learning environment. It has empowered 
the youth with cultural knowledge, brought family groups together and worked towards 
community	harmony.	(p. 62)

That is, the cultural program has had a positive impact on the learning environment in the 
school, engaging and empowering the Indigenous students and their social community in 
important ways, both in and beyond the classroom. Through the book, students’ learning 
about traditional stories, fishing using traditional means, preparing fish and other traditional 
foods, identification of local seawater creatures, and vocabulary from the local language is 
shared. Students’ narratives, recounts, explanations and procedural texts are used to share 
their cultural knowledge, demonstrating important and productive links with the literacy 
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curriculum of the school and excellent learning outcomes. The book is illustrated with 
photographs of students engaged in learning activities and student artwork.

A metropolitan example of place-based education shows that place can be incorporated 
into the curriculum or its presence can be allowed to develop in response to students’ 
queries, questions or responses. Marg Wells, the teacher, observed some common themes of 
concerns about street trees and having a safe neighbourhood in her junior primary students’ 
answers to the questions:

•	 If	you	could	have	three	wishes	what	would	you	wish	for?	Draw	them.
•	 Draw	something	that	worries	you.
•	 Draw	something	that	makes	you	angry. 

(Comber,	Thomson,	&	Wells,	2001,	p. 456)

The work by Wells with her class provides some good principles for a critical pedagogy of 
place, including the value of broad open questions, acknowledging students’ understanding 
of community issues from a young age, and the importance of students learning about 
local government. While teachers may wish to begin with a more concrete plan for learning 
activities, the questions asked by Wells provided the opportunity for an ‘open’ approach to 
several local issues, rather than selecting an issue that may be controversial, highlighting a 
deficit in the locality or being critical of local practices. Wells’ questions opened up dialogue 
about issues that were of concern to the students  – starting with the street trees. The 
students’ talk, as they walked through the neighbourhood surveying the street trees, revealed 
another concern, the urban renewal project that was planned for the neighbourhood, and 
the discovery that many of the public housing homes of the students were to be removed. 
As a result of pursuing answers to questions, lobbying for changes and presenting findings, 
students	engaged	in	critical	literacy	and	developed	a	voice	that	had	impact	(Senechal,	2008;	
Smith, 2002). These are important learning outcomes for students living in one of the most 
disadvantaged parts of metropolitan Adelaide.

Developing place-based learning activities
Wheatley and Searle in their picture book Going bush	(Wheatley,	n.d.;	Wheatley	&	Searle,	
2007) outline a place-based project which involved taking students into an area of natural 
vegetation in Sydney to observe, draw, create a map, receive information about native and 
non-native species, and learn about and observe evidence of the activities of the traditional 
owners of the land. Back in the classroom, students wrote a variety of texts, both factual 
and creative, and created artwork to record their responses to their journey. The authors 
have called this a Harmony project as the goals of the learning activities included providing 
opportunities for students in the middle and upper primary years to develop understandings 
of the natural environment, and learning about the traditional owners of the land and a 
little of how they lived in the area. As the project was developed with students from eight 
different schools catering for different cultural and religious backgrounds, students also had 
the opportunity to form different friendships. In these ways students were learning to live 
in harmony, with their natural environment, with the traditional inhabitants, and with the 
range of people who live in their local community. The book and the publishers’ Teachers’ 
notes provide a blue-print for this set of place-based learning activities, including activities 
to	precede	the	journey	into	a	natural	landscape	(Wheatley,	n.d.).	These	activities	could	be	
adapted for older students.

Another place-based learning activity with a focus on literacy development is writing a 
biography of a local ‘hero,’ an older person or someone of particular note living in their local 
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community	(Bartholomaeus,	2012).	Completion	of	this	task	requires	students	to	become	
familiar with the structural and language features of biographies, and to learn to prepare 
open questions for an interview. Students also need to research the person they plan to 
interview, and prepare a range of questions from which to select a few questions to be 
carefully	redrafted.	Decisions	also	need	to	be	made	about	whether	to	take	notes	during	the	
interview	or	to	record	and	transcribe	the	interview	later	(or	a	combination	of	both	practices).	
The second part of this unit of work is the writing of a biography. In preparation, students 
need to read a range of biographies and identify the ways in which these texts are structured 
and	note	the	language	features.	Drafting	and	editing	is	rewarded	with	a	publication	suitable	
to share with the school community and the wider community, and to be included in a local 
history collection. Students also have the opportunity to demonstrate mastery of learning 
outcomes for both oral and written language, and for some of the general capabilities that 
are an important part of the Australian Curriculum, in particular the personal and social 
capability.

Whether students are long-term residents of an area, or recent arrivals, a writing task 
responding to the topic ‘Why I live where I live’ can lead to students understanding more 
about	themselves	and	the	nature	of	their	life	circumstances	(Bartholomaeus,	2012).	They	
would also need to consider the nature of the place where they live, what is available, what 
they appreciate about their place, and the social and natural environment. A suggestion for 
this activity would be to begin with oral work on the topic, allowing students to explain their 
connections with the local place and what they value in it, and to extend their thinking as 
they engage with the stories of other students. Writing a text that explains students’ links 
with their local place is an option, but multimodal productions would also be possible, either 
as additional outcomes of the learning activity, or to complement the written text.

Conclusion
Linking some of the learning activities with the local community where a school is located 
results in engaging and motivating learning activities. These can be particularly valuable 
for those students who are disenchanted with schooling as a result of failing to find value 
in the learning required of them. Literacy learning is promoted by engaging students in 
authentic tasks and, with a known audience, students have the motivation to create texts 
that are correct and effective. They can also see that the hard work of becoming literate is 
worthwhile.

Students can also make decisions about the value of switching codes that are relevant 
to	 their	 local	 situation	 and	 community	 (Corbett,	 2010;	 Gee,	 2012).	 Non-mainstream	
forms of communication have their place, and students becoming fluent in the ways of 
communicating with more than one community, the local and the more distant, gain power 
in	each	of	these	locally	and	globally	(Gee,	2012;	Yunupingu,	1999).	Through	place-based	
education,	students	have	opportunities	to	communicate	in	a	range	of	ways	(MacDaniels	&	
Brooke, 2003) as they speak with community members, create texts that seek information, 
seek to persuade community leaders and provide their findings to an audience.

There are outcomes additional to those focused on literacy which also benefit students. 
Looking at local issues and the different aspects of their community contributes to 
students learning to understand their community and how to live well in their community 
(Gruenewald,	2003;	Smith,	2002).	They	can	also	 learn	to	value	and	understand	more	of	
who	they	are	(Donehower,	2007)	and	recognise	the	challenges	faced	by	their	community	
(Kenway,	 Kraack,	 &	 Hickey-Moody,	 2006;	 Schell,	 2007).	 Place-based	 education	 is	 also	
valuable as a means of assisting students to better understand both the challenges faced and 
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the benefits of living in their community. Students can also benefit from using the literacy 
practices they have learnt to voice their opinions and concerns.
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