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Abstract

My research explored the lived experience of elementary school teachers in Prince
George, Mackenzie, and Valemount BC (School District 57), to better understand and support
them in their journey to include place-based education in their practice. Through an interview
matrix process, teachers were asked to share their successes and challenges in practicing placebased education (PBE), as well as if they see PBE supporting other educational initiatives and
how they envision PBE in the future. Thematic analysis of the findings showed that participants
valued PBE because it benefits their students’ social-emotional wellbeing and inspires learning.
As well, they expressed an understanding that place-based education contributes to educational
initiatives such as First Peoples Principles of Learning, BC’s New Curriculum, and supports
actions that benefit community and planet. Examples of challenges included lack of clarity on
the district level, judgement from self and others that PBE is not a legitimate practice, and safety
concerns. This work resulted in a set of recommendations for School District 57.
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Preamble & Positionality

I remember in high school I was aggravated that to graduate one needed to take a
“Consumer Education” course. It was mandatory. The class focused on banking, investing, and
credit card use, which of course is all useful information for functioning in our economy. But
what kinds of values were instilled upon us as to our future roles as human beings on this planet?
I was convinced that training us to be good consumers was a ploy by big businesses to fill their
pockets, a plan not beneficial to all beings. I was determined that one day I would create a
course called “Conservation Education” that was mandatory for any student about to embark on
their life journey. In this course we would learn about connections and systems, we would
question consumerism and learn how to look at complex problems through solution-based lenses.
We would learn about the trees and explore all the ways that we are in relationship with them.
Years after my graduation, I embarked on a life journey with environmental education by
becoming a Park Interpreter, sometimes referred to as a Naturalist. I worked designing and
delivering nature programs for schools and the public with the intent to engage and inspire my
audience to care for the place they were in. I worked for Provincial Parks, Regional Parks,
NGOs, and as a canoe guide and private contractor before training to join the formal world of
public education. Now, in my over 20 years of working in the field of environmental education,
I can say that of all the “iterations” of environmental and outdoor education, the concept of
place-based education feels like home to me.
For the purposes of this thesis I will adopt this working definition of PBE from Sobel
(2004) as I believe it captures the real-world practice and application. PBE is:
the process of using the local community and environment as a starting point to teach
concepts in language arts, mathematics, social studies, science, and other subjects
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across the curriculum. Emphasizing hands-on, real-world learning experiences, this
approach to education increases academic achievement, helps students develop
stronger ties to their community, enhances students’ appreciation for the natural world,
and creates a heightened commitment to serving as active, contributing citizens.
Community vitality and environmental quality are improved through the active
engagement of local citizens, community organizations, and environmental resources in
the life of the school. (p. 7)
Some PBE may be steeped in nature, while other opportunities will be found by touring
local businesses or inviting Elders and community members in to share their stories and skills.
Regardless of where it takes place, PBE is responsive to place and promotes creative and critical
thinking.
In summary, while my thesis is not strictly about creating that Conservation Education
course, it does explore how my school district, and other districts like ours, can empower
teachers to feel supported, inspired, and confident to engage their students in ways that reflect
and respect the place where they live. I remain hopeful that we can begin to nurture beings who
feel connected to each other and the planet, and I am curious to see how place-based education
can help us with that.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

In 2018 I applied for and accepted the position of Environmental Education and First
Peoples Principles of Learning Resource Teacher in School District 57 in Prince George British
Columbia, Canada. This was a new position in the district, one that supported the approved
Strategic Plan to support students’ mastery in environmental and social-emotional literacy as
well as provide opportunities to “increase the knowledge and skills of environmental stewardship
and Traditional Environmental Knowledge for all students and educators” (School District 57,
2018, p. 19). This position allowed me to collaborate with teachers across the district who were
interested in learning more about and engaging with place-based education (PBE) and how it
relates to First Peoples Principles of Learning (FFPL). It was then that I realized writing this
thesis was the perfect opportunity to connect with these teachers to learn more about their
experience so that I might better support them in their practice and pursuit of PBE.
School District 57 (SD57) encompasses a large geographical area that extends East from
Prince George to Mackenzie (across the traditional territory of the McLeod Lake Indian Band
[T’sekene]) and southeast to McBride and Valemount, which lies within the traditional territory
of the Simpcw (School District 57 Indigenous Education, 2021). Indigenous students make up
approximately 30% of our student population, and the graduation rate for the district’s
Indigenous students, while improving, has an equity gap of 25% (School District 57 Indigenous
Education, 2021).
Prince George is located at the confluence of the Nechako and Fraser River; the Nechako
is the largest tributary to the Fraser River, which is the largest salmon-bearing river in the world
(World Wildlife Fund, 2012). It is situated in the traditional territory of the Lheidli T’enneh in
the central interior of British Columbia. The Lheidli T’enneh (“people where the two rivers
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meet”) are part of the larger Dakelh Nation (people who travel upon water, also referred to as
Carrier) (Lheidli T’enneh, n.d.). The Dakelh are the Indigenous people who occupy a substantial
portion of the central interior of British Columbia, Canada. Traditional lifestyles included living
by the seasonal rounds, which means the seasons determined what kinds of activities took place
and where. The landscape is sub-boreal, graced with undulating forested hills of pine and spruce,
and dotted with lakes and fish-bearing waterways. Moose, black bear, and fox live and are
common within our city limits.
The Rationale: Scanning & Developing a Hunch phase of The Spiral of Inquiry
When I first moved to Prince George in 2016, I taught Grades 2 and 3. To get to know
my students better, during a sharing circle, I asked “What is your favourite part of school”? The
most common responses were recess, field trips, and gym class. These kids liked to move, and
they liked to move outside. My class was a complex tapestry of personalities that included the
effects of fetal-alcohol syndrome, trauma, and poverty. Who was I to deny them the education
they were asking for? Of all the challenges they faced in their lives, why would I add sitting in a
desk for 6 hours to their palette of obstacles? Since then, I have had students tell me: “Ms. Elton,
my body was made for nature!”, and “One thing I appreciate about nature is that it just gets to be
itself, it doesn’t have to be anything else”. Or, while writing in a journal by a tree, one student
told me “I just feel so relaxed out here, even if the road is just over there”. Those student voices
are a small sample of my personal anecdotal evidence that supports the value of experiential,
land-based learning, both of which are tenets of place-based education (Promise of Place, 2021).
When I applied a “curiosity” lens to my anecdotal evidence, I developed what the Spiral
of Inquiry (Kaser & Halbert, 2017) calls a ‘hunch’. In developing a hunch, we ask questions such
as “[w]hat is leading to this situation?” and “[h]ow am I contributing to it?” (p. 28). Looking
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around my school and district, I had a “hunch” that my class was a snapshot of the needs of
many of our students. I was witnessing how students who struggled with self-regulation could
calm and focus outside. I saw success and achievement from students who would struggle to
make sense of traditional curriculum. As well, I had a “hunch” that while many teachers either
enjoyed PBE or were curious to know more about it, they were facing significant barriers in
practicing PBE, and I wanted to understand more about those barriers.
Meanwhile, I noticed a growing movement towards PBE in the educational community.
For example, the Ministry of Education in BC’s rationale for a new Science curriculum states:
The Science curriculum takes a place-based approach to science learning. Students will
develop place-based knowledge about the area in which they live, learning about and
building on First Peoples knowledge and other traditional ecological knowledge of the
area. This provides the basis for an intuitive relationship with and respect for the natural
world, connections with ecosystems and community, and a sense of relatedness that
encourages lifelong harmony with nature. (Province of British Columbia, 2021b, para. 2)
The Ministry’s rationale explicitly values PBE as an important approach in learning about FPPL
and traditional ways of knowing. Seeing PBE embedded into the BC curriculum suggests that it
is not going away anytime soon. I would like to draw attention to the language the Ministry of
Education used such as “intuitive relationship” and “sense of relatedness” as well as “lifelong
harmony with nature” as these ideas are recurring themes when I discuss PBE in this thesis.
Further, the Ministry developed what they call “core competencies”, described as “sets of
intellectual, personal, and social and emotional proficiencies that all students need in order to
engage in deep, lifelong learning” (Province of British Columbia, 2021a, para. 1). Society
expects teachers to teach these skills and students are expected to self-assess their level of
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proficiency in the different competencies. The competencies of personal and social
responsibility are of particular interest as they involve understanding and appreciating how
people connect to the environment and strive to grow empathetic and caring learners (Province
of British Columbia, 2021c).
To support teachers in teaching this new curriculum, the BC Teacher Federation’s
Environmental Educators Provincial Specialist Association (EEPSA) has the goal to “[p]romote
greater awareness, understanding and appreciation of the environment and nurture skills in
teachers to use Place-Based Education”(Environmental Educators Provincial Specialist
Association, n.d.). EEPSA is part of a growing provincial network of school districts and notfor-profits called Classrooms 2 Communities (C2C) who envision “a province where all students
and teachers are deeply connected to place, community and planet…” (Classrooms 2
Communities, 2021).
In addition to these provincial adjustments to education that recognize PBE as a
progressive approach to education, in 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada
(TRC) released a set of 94 recommendations, a number of which relate to the education system,
to address the traumatic effects of colonization on Indigenous communities (The Truth and
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). One of the travesties and tragedies of colonization
in Canada was the creation and implementation of residential schools. The Government of
Canada in conjunction with several Church organizations created the residential school system to
eliminate the Indigenous cultures across our country (TRC, 2015). Church and Government
authorities systematically removed children from their families and communities to force them to
attend these residential schools. The long-term effects of stealing children from their families,
robbing them of their language and culture, and in many cases subjecting them to physical,
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psychological, and sexual abuse has had long-term term traumatic effects on Indigenous
communities (TRC, 2015). To be accountable, the education system has a responsibility to try to
correct these harms by contributing to the reconciliation process (TRC, 2015).
The following highlights two of the TRC’s recommendations on how the education
system can contribute to reconciliation, which I believe PBE is uniquely positioned to respond
to. Firstly, Call to Action 62 i) requires the federal, provincial, and local governments to “[m]ake
age-appropriate curriculum on residential schools, Treaties, and Aboriginal peoples' historical
and contemporary contributions to Canada a mandatory education requirement for kindergarten
to Grade Twelve students” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 331).
The principles of PBE support learning about our heritage, increasing cultural understanding and
serves as the foundation for our youth to understand and participate in regional and global issues
such as reconciliation (Promise of Place, 2021).
Secondly, Call to Action 62 ii) calls on governments to “[p]rovide the necessary funding
to post-secondary institutions to educate teachers on how to integrate Indigenous knowledge and
teaching methods into classrooms” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p.
331). This action speaks directly to teacher training programs and their responsibility to provide
culturally relevant experiences so that new teachers can both introduce other worldviews and
examine their own teaching philosophies. In response to the TRC, the BC Teachers’ Council
(2019) adjusted the professional standards for BC educators to include standard nine which
states:
Educators respect and value the history of First Nations, Inuit and Métis in Canada and
the impact of the past on the present and the future. Educators contribute towards truth,
reconciliation and healing. Educators foster a deeper understanding of ways of knowing
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and being, histories, and cultures of First Nations, Inuit and Métis. (p. 5)
Overall, in the context of the growing provincial initiatives such as the new BC curriculum and
core competencies, professional development groups such as EEPSA and C2C, the TRC’s calls
to action and my own firsthand experiences, I developed this hunch that PBE needed to be more
deeply explored in the Central Interior, and this led me to my thesis research.
Research Objectives
One objective of my research was to represent the voices of teachers (who represent their
students) in the North-Central BC region. Many of the case studies that concern environmental
education in BC are what I consider to be focused on communities in urban and southern BC;
Metro Vancouver area, Vancouver Island, and the Okanagan. Significant regional differences
between my location in the geographical centre of the province and the south include climate (we
have colder, longer winters), demographics (we have many families working in resource
extraction industries with a high transient population and significant First Nations communities
on and off reserves), and geography (we are on the interior plateau vs. coast). The situation of
the central interior should be addressed by voices from the central interior, and other central and
northern School Districts may be able to find useful insights from this work that they may not
find from work of southern or coastal studies.
My second objective was to contribute to reconciliation in the education system. The
TRC describes reconciliation as an ongoing process of establishing and maintaining new and
respectful relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians (Truth and
Reconcilliation Commision, 2015). Throughout the 2018-2019 school year, in practicing placebased education with classes in the district, I watched students and teachers engage with and
learn from Indigenous Elders from these and other territories, explore native plants and their
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uses, and learn about the diversity of cultures which helped to increase “student capacity for
intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual respect” (TRC, 2015, p. 7). Every place-based
professional development opportunity I provided was well attended, including a workshop on
how to use the First Nation Education Steering Committee’s Science First Peoples: Teacher
Resource Guide to teach about climate change. These are a few examples of how place-based
education currently contributes to a curriculum that is responsive to the TRC’s Calls to Action.
Another objective was to contribute to creating a life-sustaining society, one that
“operates within the carrying capacity of its life-support system, regional and planetary, both in
the resources it consumes and the wastes it produces” (Macy & Brown, 2014, p. 4). I wanted
this work to be part of what Macy and Brown describe as the Great Turning, the “emergence of
new and creative human responses that enable the transition from the Industrial Growth Society
to a Life-Sustaining Society” (p. 5). My goal was to bring together teachers and listen to their
stories of success and hardships as they worked to integrate PBE into their practice. It is my hope
that this work will support the story of us “joining together to act for the sake of life on Earth”
(p. 5).
Finally, an objective was to explore the unique challenges that educators living in NorthCentral British Columbia have in celebrating and acknowledging the place-based education that
was already happening in School District 57 and creating tangible recommendations to district
leaders in a creative and meaningful way.
Here are my objectives summarized into three points:
1) To help build a community of teachers who can support each other and who
contribute to reconciliation and a life-sustaining society.
2) To gain a better understanding of the current practice of PBE in SD57, including
successes and challenges.
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3) To create and present a summary of recommendations to the school board and
upper administrators on how to best support the growth of place-based education
to promote reconciliation in SD57.
Research Questions
I conducted my research to answer these questions:
1) What inspires elementary school teachers in SD57 to engage in and practice place-based
education (PBE)?
2) What are the real and perceived challenges these teachers face to practicing PBE and
outdoor education with their students?
3) How might PBE contribute to reconciliation in the education system?
Project Overview
My approach to answering these questions required that I both review literature and
studies that examine PBE and experiences of teachers who practice it, as well as interview
teachers in SD57. While I have a section dedicated to the literature review, I integrated further
review into the introduction to build context, and into the discussion where I felt it necessary to
explore the concepts of educational change and how it applies to my findings.
I collected data by using an interview matrix approach (Harrison, 1999), where
participants interview each other in rotation. The work of Joanna Macy and The Work that
Reconnects guided the interview questions, and each of the thesis chapters follows the
framework of the Spiral of Inquiry developed by Kaser and Halbert (2017). The six key phases
are: (1) Scan to get a sense of what is going on for our learners (the rationale); (2) Focus on what
we think will have the biggest impact; (3) Develop a Hunch on what we think is leading to this
situation and what we might do to change it (the rationale); (4) Learn and grow our
understanding and profession (literature review); (5) Take Action and implement change
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(methodology); and (6) Check to see if we have made enough of a difference (discussion and
recommendations) (Kaser & Halbert, 2017).
After the interview sessions, I used Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis to look for the
commonalities and outliers in the teachers’ experiences. In the findings, I present the themes in a
graphic map, tables of descriptive language retrieved from the interviews, and summarize each
theme in a narrative paragraph to capture the teacher’s voices. I then discuss my findings and
make recommendations to the School District based on those findings.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review

A Learning phase of the Spiral of Inquiry
While every phase of the Spiral of Inquiry involves some sort of learning, the learning
phase is focused, exploratory, and invites the inquirer to stay critical while maintaining curiosity
(2017). This review of the literature focuses on deepening my understanding of PBE by
examining books of leading scholars, studies, reports, and articles that relate to my research.
First, I explored the questions: What is place, and why is it important? I then looked to define
place-based education to align my understanding with that of my readers. Subsequently, I sought
a greater understanding of the inspirations and challenges for teachers who practice PBE and
finally I examine how PBE might contribute to reconciliation.
What is Place?
The literature suggests that a place is more than simply where you are sitting or standing.
The First Nations Education Steering Committee and First Nations Schools Association (2020)
capture five main qualities of place common to many First Peoples in British Columbia:
1. Place is multidimensional. More than the geographical space, it also holds
cultural, emotional, and spiritual spaces which cannot be divided into parts.
2. Place is a relationship. Relationship encompasses both human relationships and
the relationships between people and the land.
3. Place is experiential. Experiences a person has on the land give it meaning.
4. Place is local. While there are commonalities, each First Nation has a unique,
local understanding of Place. Stories are connected to Place.
5. Place is land-based. Land is interconnected and essential to all aspects of culture.
(p. 15)
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In other words, place is more than a location and connecting to place is foundational to
Indigenous perspectives. According to the qualities listed above, place is an intricate and
interwoven relationship between space, time, all beings, and their stories. Abram (1996) expands
on the idea of place being a relationship when he writes:
Each place has its own dynamism, its own patterns of movement, and these patterns
engage the senses and relate them in particular ways, instilling particular moods and
modes of awareness, so that unlettered, oral people will rightly say that each place has its
own mind, its own personality, its own intelligence. (p. 182)
What Abram describes is a way of being in relationship with a place that involves all the senses
and that unifies us to our place. This level of intimacy with our place is what Relph (1976) refers
to as a sense of place.
What is a Sense of Place?
In his seminal book “Place and Placelessness” Relph (1976) was one of the first to
examine in depth the power of a sense of place and the concept of placelessness. Relph suggests
that a sense of place is “home, where your roots are, a centre of safety and security, a field of
care and concern, a point of orientation” (p. 142). According to Relph, a sense of place is deeply
linked to identity and belonging and, therefore, crucial to our personal wellbeing:
To have roots in a place is to have a secure point from which to look out on the world, a
firm grasp of one’s own position in the order of things, and a significant spiritual and
psychological attachment to somewhere in particular. (p. 38)
Perhaps, Relph asserted, the growing interest in PBE is in part due to the consequences of
placelessness, a state of feeling spiritually and psychologically detached, insecure, and lacking
care and concern for all beings and the planet (Relph, 1976).
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Relph’s analysis of the implications of our relationship to place has been expanded on by
researchers as it relates to creating caring attitudes towards conservation (e.g., Chawla,1998;
Chawla, 2015; Sobel, 2008; Thomashow, 2002) and we find clear reverberations of the
implications of place and placelessness in relation to our spiritual and social-emotional health
(e.g., Abram, 1997; Kimmerer, 2013; Macy & Brown, 2014).
What is Place-Based Education?
It’s a simple proposition really. Bring education back into the neighborhood. Connect
students with adult mentors, conservation commissions, and local businesses. Get
teachers and students into the community, into the woods and on the streets–closer to
beauty and true grit. Get the town engineer, the mayor, and the environmental educators
onto the schoolyard and inside the four walls of the school. This is where we belong.
(Sobel, 2021, para. 17.)
Sometimes educators will refer to PBE as being the same as environmental education,
broadly speaking. Many of the goals of environmental education (EE) are like PBE’s precepts,
such as engaging learners as active participants using real world contexts, recognizing the
importance of human connectedness to nature, and promoting critical and creative thinking
(North American Association for Environmental Education, 2004). The phrase ‘place-based
education’ captures the rootedness of what it means to grow a sense of place, a sense of caring,
and importantly, a sense of belonging to that place. Indeed, place is much more than just the
environment; it is a process, “a web of dependent interrelationships with everything in Creation,
and it includes human responsibilities to care for those relationships, to maintain balance within
the universe so we can survive”(Anderson et al., 2017, p. 85). Sobel (2008) describes PBE as an
approach to education that recognizes children’s inherent attraction to and curiosity about nature
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and people to “create sturdy, community-valued knowledge” (p. 3). He advocates for “an
approach to education that simultaneously honors developing a child’s love of the earth and
developing a child’s academic and social competence” (p. 3) and suggests that PBE is that
approach.
In summary, PBE is a wholistic approach to education that includes intricate relationships
between and benefits for the child and community, both human and other-than human, in which
they live. Smith (2016) suggests that this more wholistic vision of PBE is contributing to the
growing number of teachers interested in the practice.
What inspires teachers to practice PBE
I reviewed several studies that explored the experiences of teachers, teacher educators,
and educators who practice PBE, notably of teachers in Saskatchewan and Manitoba (Miller &
Twum, 2017; Webber et al., 2021), Ontario (Hall, 2015), and the Northeastern United States
(Powers, 2004), which ranged, for example, from a small study in Ontario (Hall, 2015), to a large
study in Saskatchewan and Manitoba (Miller & Twum, 2017), and Powers’s comprehensive
evaluation of four PBE programs in the Northeastern United States (2004). In general, teachers
spoke of being inspired to practice PBE because of the personal and professional benefits, the
quality of learning for their students, and the potential impact PBE on their community and the
planet.
Personal and Professional Benefits for Teachers
Teachers expressed both professional and personal benefits to practicing PBE.
Professionally, teachers of PBE are challenged to work creatively to demonstrate connections to
curriculum requirements; teachers in the Powers study (2004) noted that PBE provided them
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opportunities meet this challenge by increasing curriculum planning skills as well as promoting
leadership and collaboration.
On a personal level, PBE practitioners reported feeling energized, inspired and expressed
a growth in their confidence (Place-based Education Evaluation Collaborative, 2010). McVittie
et al.’s (2020) study of teacher educators indicates the importance of place is not just an
educational philosophy to these teachers, but a fundamental life philosophy that reflects and
resonates with deeply held values. These teachers embody what Parker Palmer (1998) refers to
when he speaks of teaching and the true self, feeling that when our vocation aligns with our life
philosophies and values, we are rewarded with a gladness and satisfaction that comes from a
strong sense of identity and integrity.
Benefits for Students
It is evident in the range of literature that many teachers were also inspired to practice
PBE because they noticed positive changes in their students. Teachers believed PBE provided
effective learning experiences where students took ownership of their learning, collaborated, and
were motivated to get involved. For example, several teachers from a Community Mapping
Program noted that their students “paid more attention to their studies and tried harder because
they knew that community was involved and cared” (Powers, 2004, p. 27). As one student put it:
“When you get to create your own map, it’s a lot more interesting than just creating something
from a book. A book is kind of interesting, and you are learning, but when you are doing it, you
learn more and you can remember it” (p. 27). It was also evident that a range of teachers
witnessed a level of engagement, creativity, enthusiasm, and innovation in their students that
stood out as being unique to the PBE experience (Hall, 2015; Miller & Twum, 2017; Powers,
2004). As one kindergarten teacher reflected: “I thought did they learn? Like did I cover my
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objectives? And yes! ... I’ve learned that we have to follow their lead outside and they behave
differently out there. They are engaged, they want to find treasures” (Miller & Twum, 2017, p.
96).
In 2004, the Place-Based Education Evaluation Collaborative contracted Powers to
examine the effects of four place-based education programs on teachers, students, schools and
communities (Powers, 2004). In their study, educators who were interviewed spoke specifically
to the benefits of PBE with their students with special needs (Powers, 2004). They noticed
English language learners such as recent immigrants engaged more fully when the learning was
outside and more sensory-oriented, and several educators reported seeing students with ADHD
thrive in the PBE model. As one teacher noted about her student: “he is not well integrated with
the class, but he thrives when they go outdoors to learn. He can do the math piece when it’s
applied, but not as part of the regular class learning” (p. 27). They noticed those same students,
who otherwise struggle, become “essential members of the learning environment” (p. 27),
assuming leadership roles, maintaining focus, and showcasing their learning to parents and
community members. Even though researchers did not ask about students with special needs,
these teachers were “explicit about the positive impact that hands-on and sustainability-related
work” (p. 27) had on their learners with diverse needs and abilities.
I believe it is important to note that examples given in this study included visits to the
local recycling centre, a National Historical site, and students working with the school janitor. In
other words, these examples were not restricted to nature or green spaces, but relevant to and
situated in the place the students lived.
These teacher observations are supported by evidence pointing to an association between
a lack of interaction with nature and negative mental health outcomes (Chawla, 2015; Taylor et
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al., 2001; William Hine et al., 2019), and how nature can have both restorative and harmonizing
influences on a child with ADHD (Dineen, 2018; Mate, 1999). For example, one study in five
rural upstate New York communities in 2003 involving 337 students in grades 3 through 5
examined the relationships between nearby natural elements (indoor plants, green yards and
natural views) and the effect of stressors on the health and well-being of children (Wells &
Evans, 2003). They showed that “children with more nature near the home exhibit[ed] less
psychological distress” in response to stressful life events, such as bullying and trouble at school
(p. 320). Other research shows that children with ADHD perform particularly well in ‘green’
environments (Taylor et al., 2001). One study showed that not only do children with ADHD find
nature more fun and relaxing than urban settings, they are able to concentrate better after a walk
in the park (Taylor & Kuo, 2009). This finding is consistent with another study, where 85% of
parents described their children with ADHD as being at their best after engaging in green
activities (fishing, soccer) and as being at their worst after playing video games or watching TV
indoors (Taylor et al., 2001).
In summary, the research supports what the teachers in Powers’ study were observing.
They found their students are more curious, creative, enthusiastic, innovative, and self-regulated
when engaged with PBE.
Benefits for Planet
Teachers who practice PBE believe by connecting students to place, they will instill a
level of care and concern for the well-being of the planet (Anderson et al., 2017; McVittee et al.
2020; Miller & Twum, 2017; Powers, 2004; Sobel, 2021). Teachers who practice PBE in
Saskatchewan stated that “[c]hildren in the middle years learn to appreciate their communities by
exploring and helping to build them” (Miller & Twum, 2017, p. 97). They believe that PBE

Place-Based Education

29

promotes “high level of civic responsibility and concern for others and their environment” (p.
97) and explained that “students’ motivation is strong to participate in learning experiences that
have and impact on the community” (p.97-98).
Likewise, community partners are excited to work with teachers. These types of
community connections with students are also evident in action projects lead by elementary
school students such as building school gardens, restoring salmon to the rivers, waste
management challenges, or tree planting challenges to mitigate climate change (Anderson et al.,
2017). Sometimes, a high level of environmental/ community engagement extends beyond the
school hours. Powers (2004) highlighted how over 50 students of one PBE program were also
members of the out-of-school Junior Naturalist club. These teachers are hopeful that the
connections their students make to their community will translate to long-lasting ownership and
care for the places they live in (Hall, 2015; Miller & Twum, 2017, Powers, 2004).
The desire to foster caring citizens may be, in part, due to the environmental crisis that
begs us to reimagine how we are in relationship with the planet (David Suzuki Foundation, n.d.).
In effort to better understand how PBE inspires caring for a place, and in turn can translate to
trying to save a place, I next explore the philosophies and importance of nurturing a conservation
ethic (Wilson, 1984), a perceptual ecology (Thomashow, 2002), and how PBE might contribute
to both mindsets.
Conservation Ethic
The literature suggests that rooting education in the places in which we live can serve to
reconnect us to our place (Knapp, 2005; Sewall, 1995; Sobel, 2021; Thomashow, 2002) and, in
turn, shift our world views to create what E.O Wilson (1984) calls a conservation ethic. In brief,
a conservation ethic is an approach to conservation that embraces philosophical ideas such as
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morality, obligations, kinship, and value systems (1984), ideas that are foundational to PBE
(First Nations Education Steering Committee and First Nations Schools Association, 2020). One
example of a conservation ethic would be to regard the Earth as a living system that is loved,
admired, and one that we are a part of, instead of seeing the Earth as a commodity from which
we can profit (Davis, 2009; Leopold, 1966; Macy & Brown, 2014).
Another way of thinking of a conservation ethic is to consider the concept of “I/Thou”
(Buber, 1958). Originally published in 1923, Buber’s influential philosophy suggests that when
we refer to something as “it” we objectify it. Alternately, when we refer to something as a
“thou” we come into relation with them (1958). For example, instead of a narrow view that
considers a tree an ‘it’, an object, or a species to be classified or counted, when we come into
relation with a tree as “thou”, everything about the tree, “its colours, and chemical composition,
its intercourse with the elements and with the stars, are all present in a single whole” (Buber,
1958, p. 8). What Buber is saying is that when we broaden our view to consider nature a ‘thou’,
we can become in relation to it instead of being apart from it.
Macy and Brown explore a similar concept to ‘I/Thou’ when they invite us to consider
our power relationship with all other beings (2014). They distinguish between having a “power
over” other beings, instead of being in a “power with” relationship with other beings (p. 56). A
seeing oneself in a “power with” relationship may contribute to a conservation ethic by
challenging the hierarchy where humans are above all other. Sobel refers to this as a “human
dominance” mindset where “the belief in humans’ rights to use technology to adapt to and
dominate nature” (Sobel, 2014, p.72). In Wilson’s summary of a conservation ethic, he says:
“[t]he drive toward perpetual expansion- or personal freedom- is basic to the human spirit. But
to sustain it we need the most delicate, knowing stewardship of the living world that can be
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devised” (1984, p.140). Concepts such as “I/Thou” and considering power relationships may
help to develop a conservation ethic and help shift our perception from nature as a commodity to
nature as kin.
Perceptual ecology
Like a conservation ethic, developing a perceptual ecology can help us to re-balance our
relationship with our planet. Thomashow explains: “Perceptual ecology suggests using the
senses to apprehend the interaction of organisms with their environment” (p. 75). He suggests
that when we increase our awareness of our surrounding environment, it is possible that we can
increase our intimacy with that space (Thomashow, 2002). This intimate awareness is the
practice of perceptual ecology. Just as the freshwater biologist can tell the health of a stream by
observing the insects present, our ability to notice subtleties of our environment requires
practice. While the discipline of studying ecology gives us a framework to think about what our
senses are telling us, “[p]erceptual ecology has a reciprocal quality” (p. 75) and invites us to
consider ourselves as being a part of the biosphere instead of simply living on the planet.
Perceptual ecology, or the skill of observation, allows us to interpret the messages in the
environment around us in a more curious and intimate way- and it takes practice (Thomashow,
2002)!
According to Thomashow (2002), perceptual ecology is guided by local natural history
and inspired by imagination, allowing us to understand connections between places and times.
Simple and achievable changes in our behavior can contribute to shifting our perceptual ecology.
For instance, if you take a moment to perceive the world through your ears instead of your eyes,
your perception changes; you are now experiencing your world through sound. Which sounds
please you? Which sounds make you feel irritated? Where are the sounds coming from? What or
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who is making them? Thomashow describes this as expanding your “range of inquiry” (p. 89)
and that by “attending to what’s in front of you with deeper awareness” (p. 89) you develop a
perceptual ecology which is crucial “if communities intend to deal with the complexities of
global environmental change” (p. 74). Fortunately for us and the planet, developing a perceptual
ecology is attainable, and below I explore ways PBE may help us to attain both it and a
conservation ethic.
PBE, Perceptual Ecology and Conservation Ethic
A perceptual ecology is how you interact with your environment while a conservation
ethic is how you behave towards your environment. Wilson (1984) maintains that only through
“education and reflective thought do people come to respond emotionally to long term events”
such as climate change and biodiversity loss (p. 120). This suggests that practices such as PBE,
which promote reflective thought can serve to protect life on earth. There are several ways that
PBE supports the development of perceptual ecology and a conservation ethic.
First, PBE often takes us outside into neighborhoods. The quality of what we can learn
about the world we live in is limited when we restrict our learning to the classroom
(Thomashow, 2002). However, going outside is not enough. When “physical surroundings are
treated simply as backdrops” (Knapp, 2005, p. 278) educators risk losing the relational/emotional
dynamic that can help to create a perceptual ecology. Activities that invite children to focus their
attention to each of their senses is one way we can do this, for example, through exercises like
“Meet a Tree” (Sharing Nature Worldwide, 2021). In this exercise, paired students take turns
being blindfolded and meeting a tree. Through sensual exploration they investigate the folds of
the bark, underlying branches, patches of moss and lichens to become familiar with minute
details and features that make that tree unique. After a time, the student is lead away from the
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tree and disoriented. When the blindfold comes off, they must find the tree that they so
intimately got to know. Facilitators or teachers might pose the question: “What makes your tree
different than any other tree? Or “how did it feel to find your tree?” The connection between
student and tree are deepened (2021). As one facilitator points out, “[f]aces of both children and
adult players immediately glow with elation when they recognize their tree—it is as though two
dear friends have reunited” (2021, “Meet a Tree”, para. 5).
The concept that PBE can promote a conservation ethic is echoed in Miller and Twum’s
(2017) study of place-based educators in Saskatchewan and Manitoba. Their respondents noticed
their students displayed “high levels of civic responsibility and concern for others and their
environment” (p. 97) and that student motivation to have an impact on their community was
strong. PBE provides an interface for education and emotion where people “feel a more intimate
environmental relationship that will help you feel part of the greater whole” (Knapp, 2005, p.
278). Educators believe that through PBE, students locate themselves in meaningful ways
(McVittee et al. 2020) and that those “who develop authentic depth in their nature awareness…
will also notice they cause waves in the world around them” (Young et al., 2016, p. xxvi)
creating positive change and tending to the needs of “all beings in the neighborhood” (p. 492).
For example, students in a place-based program in Colorado were the first to receive a state
award of $66,000 towards a river corridor restoration project. This is one instance of how
developing a perceptual ecology through PBE can motivate students to act on behalf of the
planet- these students engaged in PBE became active stewards in their communities by initiating
and organizing change (Sobel, 2014).
In summary, the literature tells us that one thing that inspires teachers to practice PBE is
the hope that by connecting students to place, they will instill a caring in them to defend the
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well-being of the planet. That caring can be articulated as a conservation ethic and perceptual
ecology and PBE offers a myriad of ways that can help develop both.
Challenges teachers face in practicing PBE
Implementing PBE can be a lot of work and teachers run into significant barriers, but the
teachers who feel the benefits of PBE believe it is worth it (Place-based Education Evaluation
Collaborative, 2010). Recent studies of teachers who practice PBE have shown that challenges
include pressures to be responsible to the curriculum, which leads to the following discussion
around the legitimacy of PBE, as well as the challenges of logistics such as planning, weather,
and time constraints (Hall, 2015; McVittie et al., 2020; Miller, & Twum, 2017; Powers, 2004).
Pressures to meet curricular outcomes
Teachers who desire to practice PBE feel pressure to demonstrate how it meets curricular
outcomes (Miller & Twum, 2017; Place based Education Evaluation Collaborative, 2003;
Powers, 2004). While PBE theoretically could integrate into existing curriculum instead of
“adding another layer” (Powers, 2004, p.23), there is still a learning curve for teachers new to
PBE. Powers’s study of four place-based programs found that teachers desired greater clarity on
how to integrate PBE into existing curriculum, and that teachers who did overcome the challenge
of weaving the curriculum into PBE reported feeling stronger in their curriculum planning skills
overall (Powers, 2004). As one teacher put it: “It was overwhelming at first to think about
having another theme to add to Math Land and Literacy. But then I realized that the
sustainability theme gives us more direction to stay focused on our units” (p. 24). The ability to
demonstrate meeting curricular outcomes “is an important area for teachers undertaking PBE to
ensure that it is viewed as a legitimate pedagogical approach by administrators, parents, and the
Ministry of Education” (Miller & Twum, 2017, p.100).
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Legitimacy of PBE
Based on a definition of legitimacy as something considered to be a respectable, logical,
or credible (Student’s Oxford Canadian Dictionary, 2007), teachers must defend PBE’s
legitimacy and in fact it seems to not be considered a legitimate practice in schools. Greenwood
(2013) speaks to the tendency for place-based educators to advocate for its legitimacy by
suggesting it improves academic outcomes and cautions against this for a number of reasons. He
maintains that when we herald PBE as a solution to low academic success for students, we risk
reinforcing the conventional schooling model that suppresses initiatives such as PBE and
potentially ignoring the political structures of traditional schooling that maintain the status quo.
One example to support Greenwood’s claim is a recent paper called Greening for
academic achievement: Prioritizing what to plant and where (2021). The intent of this research
was to try to offer greening solutions to mitigate mediocre student performance in the U.S,
despite the lack of success from significant spending (Kuo et al., 2021). Findings supported the
hypothesis that green environments can bolster student concentration; yet, true to Greenwoods’
concern, the study overlooks the political problem of increased funding on an educational system
that does not result in improved student achievement. While I agree with Greenwoods concerns
around risks of perpetuating old paradigms, as we saw with the literature surrounding PBE and
the benefits to students and their academics, there is solid evidence that place based educators
can reference when defending their programs as legitimate (eg., Sobel, 2014; Taylor & Kuo,
2009; Truth and Reconcilliation Commision, 2015; William Hine et al., 2019).
In Canada, teachers expressed also having the challenge of convincing school boards and
administrators of the value of PBE, both in terms of financial investment and safety (Miller &
Twum, 2017). School boards have fiscal responsibilities so they must be convinced that the
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“benefits [of PBE] warrant the additional resources required” (p.100). Administrators also
require reassurance that appropriate risk management is in place for student safety (2017).
Likewise, research with PBE practitioners in Ontario has shown that lack of buy-in by staff and
administrators makes it easier to stick with the status quo: “many teachers and administrators
often find it easier to carry on with how they have always done things, rather than trying
something new like place-based education” (Hall, 2015, p. 29).
Defending PBE as a legitimate practice in the name of academic improvement may only
serve to perpetuate an old paradigm of the educational system and undermine PBE (Greenwood,
2013). Further, if teachers are unable to demonstrate how PBE supports the curriculum, they
potentially weaken the practice and risk losing the support of administrators, colleagues, and
parents. Finally, having to prove the legitimacy of PBE creates additional pressures for our
teachers. Needing to convince administrators that PBE is a sound pedagogy on top of every
other duty of a classroom teacher could deter the most eager and excited teacher from trying this
approach.
Logistics: weather and time
In addition to justifying PBE as a legitimate practice that supports varied curriculum,
there are logistical challenges as well. Both weather and time constraints prove to be logistically
challenging for place-based educators. While weather is an external factor out of our control,
educational change expert Fullan (2007) offers some insights for teachers looking to manage
time during innovative shifts by engaging in professional learning communities.
Weather. In the North, extreme cold conditions can deter both teacher and
student from exploring the outside, especially if neither of them comes dressed for the weather
(Miller & Twum, 2017). While PBE does not necessarily require learners to be outside all the

Place-Based Education

37

time (winter can be the time for story telling and food preservation), extreme weather can add a
constraint on time and planning which was another challenge identified (Miller & Twum, 2017;
Powers, 2004).
Time. Examples of time challenges included the rigidity of school schedules and
meshing of timetables between classes which participants conveyed can be a barrier to engaging
with the flexible and organic learning approach of PBE (Hall, 2015; McVittie et al. 2020). Other
examples included “making contacts in the community, arranging for buses and permission slips,
and preparing students with adequate skills ranging from appropriate behavior… to proper use of
technological instruments” (Powers, 2004, p. 23). Recommendations to deal with these time
constraints included “team teachers to provide coaching and mentoring” as well as “colleagues to
inspire new methods of curriculum development” (p.23). Both these recommendations could be
achieved under one approach called professional learning communities or PLCs (Fullan, 2007).
See more on PLC’s in Chapter 5.
Despite all these challenges, the literature tells us that many teachers remain inspired to
practice PBE to benefit their students, their communities, and not least, themselves.
PBE & Reconciliation
Over the past decade, a variety of government initiatives and reports have given direction
to educators in the context of the call for reconciliation between settler society and First Nations
coming from recommendations of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Commitments to
the TRC’s recommendations on the provincial level in education are demonstrated in the New
BC Curriculum, the Teacher’s Act (2019), and the provincial teaching standards (2019) - all of
which embrace pedagogical approaches such as PBE. Community driven resources such as
Aboriginal Worldviews and Perspectives (BC Ministry of Education, 2015) provide guidance for
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educators on how to move forward and local research shows that PBE is a valued approach for
our Indigenous families and students.
BC Curriculum Revision
As mentioned in the introduction, in 2010 the BC Ministry of Education began the
process of redesigning an outdated curriculum that did not reflect the rapidly changing society
we live in (BC Ministry of Education, 2012). The Ministry consulted with Indigenous scholars,
elders, and knowledge holders to incorporate Indigenous worldviews and perspectives into the
curriculum with the intent that all curricular areas would reflect more than just Western ways of
knowing. The result, the First Peoples Principles of Learning and increased Indigenous content,
are embedded throughout the curriculum from Kindergarten to Gr. 12 (2012). Additionally,
under the Teachers’ Act (2019), teachers are required to effectively facilitate learning
opportunities “including learning experiences that reflect individual contexts and local
environments” (BC Teachers’ Council, 2019, p. 5), thus opening the door to PBE. Further, in
2019 the BC Teachers’ Council amended the professional standards to include Standard 9:
Educators respect and value the history of First Nations, Inuit and Métis in Canada and
the impact of the past on the present and the future. Educators contribute towards truth,
reconciliation, and healing. Educators foster a deeper understanding of ways of knowing
and being, histories, and cultures of First Nations, Inuit and Métis. (BC Teachers’
Council, 2019, p. 5)
The adjustments to our educational system in recent years suggest that educators and
administrators are recognizing that the standard Euro-centric approach has been detrimental to
our children and our environment.
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Aboriginal Worldviews & Perspectives
In 2015, Vancouver Island educators, First Nations educator Kaleb Child, and school
superintendent Scott Benwell partnered with the BC Ministry of Education to better understand
how the education system can improve Aboriginal Education in the province. The resulting
paper, “Aboriginal Worldviews and Perspectives in the Classroom: Moving Forward”, calls for
educators to “look for opportunities to incorporate place-based learning into [their] practice” (BC
Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 22). Indeed, the entire document is peppered with invitations to
“get students interested and engaged with the natural world immediately available (place-based
education in the area near your school)” (p. 24). Their paper demonstrates that when considering
ways to improve education for Indigenous learners, educators should not overlook PBE as a way
of weaving Indigenous ways of knowing into their practice. However, some caution that PBE
can risk being an “empty gesture towards reconciliation” if it does not incorporate local voices
and histories, “including the legacy of residential schools and other colonial practices, and
[advocate] for the social and ecological justice” issues of that place (Webber et al., 2021, p. 23).
In summary, by redesigning the curriculum and investing in provincial supports, the
Ministry of Education appears to directly and indirectly recognize PBE as a way of contributing
to reconciliation and the well-being of our students and planet to the extent that it is government
policy.
What the Local Indigenous Research Says
In January 2013, in effort to address the discrepancy in graduation rates and student
retention for our students of Aboriginal descent in School District 57, the Aboriginal Education
Department began a research project titled We’re all in this together: Keeping Aboriginal
Students in School K-12 (KASIS). In her executive summary, researcher Shari L. Wallace

Place-Based Education

40

(2016) described the detrimental long-term effects of colonization on our Aboriginal student
population and identified reconciliation in our educational practices as a key factor in changing
this discrepancy. While Wallace explored what keeps Aboriginal students in schools, SD57
teacher, and researcher Jennifer Pighin (2016) examined more specifically the experiences,
needs, and expectations of four Lheidli T’enneh families in the education system.
Wallace’s (2016) study revealed Indigenous Knowledge and social emotional learning
(IK-SEL) as “important contributors to school and life success” for Indigenous learners in SD57.
She describes IK-SEL, in part, as “classroom strategies for social emotional learning that
originates from traditional Aboriginal methods of transferring Indigenous Knowledge” (p. 33).
She recommends “experiential, holistic (balanced), oral, land based, relational, creative,
repetitive, and flexible methods of instruction” (p.34) as tools to promote “interest in the self,
community, life, and Earth” with our students (p. 34). Wallace’s recognition of how experiential
and land based learning links the spiritual and physical well-being of the child to the well-being
of the planet is consistent with the emerging and long-standing evidence that when we take
students outside and provide opportunities for them to use all their senses, we “make
fundamental connections with as many aspects of the world around them as possible” (Anderson,
et al., p. 86) and take steps towards Indigenous ways of knowing (FNESC, 2020).
In addition to interviewing families, Pighin (2016) consulted with Elders and educators in
the Indigenous education department in SD57 to “explore their expectations on what a local
curriculum would look like for our children” (p. 51). Participants agreed that it was important to
develop a “values-based Dakelh Wholistic Learning Model” for the children of SD57. Figures 1
and 2 show the creations that resulted from those collaborative meetings. Concentric rings show
interlinking relationships between land/experiential learning, language, protocol, and self, and

Place-Based Education

41

represent Dakelh values and philosophy (Pighin, 2016, p. 51). Specifically, place, land, inquiry,
and project-based learning were all highlighted as ways to explore Dakelh Ways of Knowing and
Enduring Understandings.

Figure 1 Dakelh Holistic Lifelong Learning Model: Dakelh Ways of Knowing and
Enduring Understandings.(Pighin, 2016). Reproduced with permission.
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Figure 2 Dakelh Holistic Lifelong Learning Model: Dakelh Ways of Knowing and
Enduring Understandings showing the elaboration of the values encompassed in the
overreaching and overlapping thematic categories.(Pighin, 2016). Reproduced with permission.
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Pighin (2016) states: “Experiential place-based approaches to education, where students
engage in local heritage, culture, landscapes, opportunities and experiences through site visits,
physical activity, parental, and familial involvement, hands-on activities, and guest presentations
are similarly championed as best practices for Indigenous education. These activities can address
various learning styles providing individual centered learning opportunities while including local
Indigenous history, experiences and knowledge” (p. 61). She then addresses a multitude of
barriers educators may face in trying to provide these authentic learning experiences including
fear or unfamiliarity, financial barriers, curricular pressures, lack of engagement with Indigenous
communities, and regulations to name a few.
What these two researchers have in common in their findings is naming land based and
experiential learning as powerful ways to engage all students and keep them in school by
providing authentic learning experiences. By doing so, educators honour Indigenous and other
ways of knowing and help to strengthen all students’ identity (Pighin, 2016; Wallace, 2016).
Summary
My task in the learning phase of the Spiral of Inquiry was to be curious, exploratory and
critical of what I read of the existing literature. In doing so, I learned that the concept of place
and PBE is complex and richly contextualized by the observer; that humans currently have a
complicated relationship with place that suppresses many life forces on the planet and in order to
preserve a quality of life on the planet, we need to shift our perception of how we are in relation
with the planet and grow a conservation ethic. I learned that many teachers recognize that this
shift in relationship can benefit not only the planet but also their students and themselves and are
inspired to practice PBE for these reasons. I also learned that having to justify PBE as a
legitimate practice created additional pressures on top of existing logistical obstacles of PBE
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such as planning for weather and time management. In terms of how PBE can contribute to the
reconcilliation process, I learned that PBE is well suited to exploring Indigenous ways of
knowing, and that local Indigenous researchers expect us to do so responsibly. Many have
begun the good work of providing tools and resources for teachers such as First Peoples
Principles of Learning (First Nations Education Steering Committee, n.d.), Aboriginal
Worldviews & Perspectives (BC Ministry of Education, 2015), and the Dakelh Holistic Life
Long Learning Model (Pighin, 2016). Finally, the literature indicated a need for studies such as
this that consider northern geographies and provide evidence for the legitimacy of PBE.
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology

Take Action phase of the Spiral of Inquiry
Take action is the phase of the Spiral of Inquiry where we “put new ideas into informed,
focused and team-led action” (Kaser & Halbert, 2017, p. 32). I did this through qualitative
research grounded in a blend of appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005) and two
guiding frameworks: the Spiral of Inquiry (Kaser & Halbert, 2017) and The Work that
Reconnects (Macey & Brown, 2014). The Spiral of Inquiry is a framework that promotes
collaborative inquiry among educators who advocate for innovation in student learning (Kaser &
Halbert, 2017). The Work that Reconnects is a Deep Ecology process created by Joanna Macy
and Molly Brown to empower people to work through the despair of the world and move
towards “peace, justice and a healthy environment” (p. 64). Both frameworks embody
appreciation, curiosity, collaboration, and innovation and I describe them in greater detail below
(Kaser & Halbert, 2017; Macy & Brown, 2014).
Appreciative inquiry, by design, is meant to engage and inspire stakeholders and to
involve them in decision making (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). This approach suited my
desire to better understand what was happening for teachers in their attempt to practice PBE
while celebrating their efforts and accomplishments. The appreciative approach envisions what
could be while acknowledging the goodness that already exists by being “an alternative
approach, framework, or mind-set that focuses on illuminating and affirming personal success
factors or forces within an organization”(Coghlan et al., 2003, p. 6). This approach often
includes workshops with participants co-constructing the future of an organization by enhancing
what is already working well (Coghlan et al., 2003). By conducting a group interview using the
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interview matrix approach, I attempted to co-construct with my participants, a vision for the
future of PBE in SD57.
The Spiral of Inquiry
The Spiral of Inquiry (2017) is an inquiry process developed by pioneers of the Network
of Inquiry and Indigenous Education (NOIIE) educators, Judy Halbert and Linda Kaser from
British Columbia, and Helen Timperley from New Zealand. I used this framework for several
reasons. The Spiral of Inquiry is an “evidence-based model” of research that has been widely
used in Canada and abroad and offers a “disciplined approach” for educators to explore
innovative practices that impact their learners (Kaser & Halbert, 2017, p. 6; OECD, 2017).
Further, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) presents the
framework as a tool to facilitate innovation in education (OECD, 2017). The orientation of the
Spiral of Inquiry is that of an appreciative mindset, one that intends to build “trust and courage,
as well as curiosity” (Kaser & Halbert, 2017, p. 39).
The Work that Reconnects
The second spiral that grounds my work is that of The Work That Reconnects (Macy &
Brown, 2014). Macy and Brown’s process [also called “The Work”] is an ongoing life-journey
and therefore also assumes the shape of a spiral as we constantly revisit the stages described
below. Macy and Brown (2014) state that “the central purpose of the Work That Reconnects is
to bring people into new relationship with their world” (p. 65). The literature suggests that
meaningful PBE also serves to bring people into a new relationship with their world and
therefore The Work That Reconnects was an appropriate source to guide my questions in the
group interview (see below). The four themes from The Work That Reconnects are, Gratitude,
Honoring the Pain, Seeing with New Eyes, and Going Forth. Below is an artistic interpretation
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of Joanna Macy’s Work by Dori Midnight. The imagery roots in gratitude, grows through the
pain, blossoms with new eyes, and embodies potential going forth. These pre-existing themes
that came into my further analysis of the data (Gratitude, Honouring the Pain etc.) are what
Braun and Clarke (2019) might call domain summaries; they are obvious and are “organized
around a shared topic” (p. 593).

Figure 3. The Spiral of The Work that Reconnects. Reproduced with permission.
Just as a chrysalid bursts to reveal a body transformed, I chose the methods above to
create an emergence, both for my personal and professional understanding, as well as within the
district. The appreciative approach envisions what could be while acknowledging the goodness
that already exists (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). Both the Spiral of Inquiry and the Work that
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Reconnects embody the dedication to positive change and promotes curiosity, reflexivity, and
quality.
Project participants
In my role with SD57 as Environmental Education & First Peoples Principles of Learning
resource teacher, I built relationships with teachers who showed interest in and recognized the
value of PBE and environmental education. In seeking participants, I drew upon a purposeful
sample of my colleagues who identified as teachers who saw the merit in taking their students
outside and connecting them with their community and environment. The reasons for this were
twofold, time limitations and intentional constraints. First, I needed to access the teachers before
they went away on summer holiday in 2019, and these were teachers whom I had already
engaged with around PBE. Second, I was curious to explore what teachers witness with their
students and what their experience was in practicing PBE. I wished to gain an understanding of
why they valued PBE, and what their perceived limitations and recommendations were.
Therefore, research participants were teachers with experience in this area.
To focus my study, I restricted the sample to elementary school teachers (kindergarten to
Grade 8) in SD57 and to enrolling (classroom) teachers, teacher librarians, and resource teachers.
It was also important to me to invite teachers from the more remote communities of our District.
School District 57 reaches from Mackenzie (T’sekene territory) to Valemount (Simpcw territory)
(nearly 500 kms apart) and I thought it important to represent their voices. I sent invitations over
e-mail to every teacher whom I had worked with over the year (e.g., who attended my
workshops, invited me to model PBE in their classroom, or were part of a nature book club) and
asked them to forward the invitation to any teacher they thought might be interested based on the
parameters.

Place-Based Education

49

In the end, thirteen teachers participated from nine different schools in the district. All
three communities; Prince George, Mackenzie, and Valemount, were represented including
schools from rural and urban areas. The years of teaching experience ranged from one year to 30
years of service, while positions represented were that of teacher librarian, enrolling classroom
teacher (K- grade 8), resource teacher and teacher/principal.
Instrumentation/Data Collection
The group interview framework I used is an interview matrix; a “powerful way to get the
whole group engaged in dialogue, with equal airtime, focus and consensus building as the main
elements” (P. Norman, personal communication, August 3, 2018). The matrix itself revolves
around the number four. Groups of four people sit together, and the facilitator assigns each
person one of the four questions to ask the others in their group. The process took approximately
two hours and was divided into three parts: Interview Sessions, Data Analysis, and Debrief.
Interview Sessions and Interview Questions
The interview matrix process took place in a school district building, and I prepared the
room with required materials and snacks. Tables were set with four chairs with each assigned an
interview template; I then assigned a question numbered 1 through 4 to each seat. As participants
entered the room, they picked a table to sit at.
•

Seat 1 was assigned the question: “Gratitude: Why do you value place-based or
environmental education? Share a story of a time that you and/or your students were
enriched by place-based education. Describe a positive experience that either you have
had or witnessed with your students”.

•

Seat 2 was assigned the question: “Honouring the Pain: Reflect on any barriers and/or
challenges you’ve faced in wanting to practice place-based education (Challenges for
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you, or your students). What blocks you from practicing place-based education the way
you’d like to? What kinds of challenges do you think would be unique to us given our
geography?
•

Seat 3 was assigned the question: “Seeing with New Eyes: Do you feel that place-based
education has connections to or is supportive of initiatives such as: the new curriculum,
core-competencies, First Peoples Principles of Learning, Social-Emotional Learning,
SD57 Strategic Plan, or other initiatives not mentioned? If so, in what ways? If not, how
so?

•

Seat 4 was assigned the question: “Going Forth: What are your hopes and dreams for
place-based education in our district? Leap forward three years into the future. Your
school is vibrant, and you as an individual feel energized, supported, and successful in
facilitating meaningful place-based education with your students. What kinds of
experiences, supports, and resources helped to make that happen? Consider: yourself,
colleagues, administrators, district, community, and environment.”
There were three tables with educators doing the interview matrix. During the interview

sessions, each participant took turns equally asking and answering questions for a total of six
rounds, with each interview taking three minutes (I added a few more seconds to our allotted
interview session time if the room was buzzing and it was clear participants needed another
moment to wrap up their conversations). I invited the interviewers, to be curious and to listen to
understand. I then invited the interviewees, to “speak from the heart” and “contribute [their] best
thinking” (Chartier & Norman, personal communication, 2017). Participants received a template
to record interview responses as well as their own response to their assigned question.
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For ease of organizing the interviews, the ideal number of participants would be divisible
by four. But as I ended up with 13 participants (one of them attending remotely on-line) I
grouped two participants together. In this case, the participants were a ‘team’ taking turns
recording and answering questions.
Data Analysis as Part of the Interview Matrix
Following the interviews, all teachers with the same question grouped together to analyze
their interviews, looking for and highlighting common themes and “unique inputs” (Chartier &
Norman, personal communication, 2017). The allotted analysis time of twenty minutes was in
two segments: ten minutes to chat about each other’s findings and highlight key ideas and
themes, then ten minutes to document their key ideas and themes onto a flip chart. Many
participants used the provided highlighters to underline key words and phrases which I later
considered during my personal analysis of the transcripts to seek out additional themes and
outliers. The process of collaborative data analysis contributed to the validity of my findings, as
the participants were active contributors in finding and selecting the themes (Richards &
Hemphill, 2018).
Debrief as the Final Part of the Interview Matrix
After the groups recorded their summaries on the flip charts, the whole group moved
from summary to summary together. We silently read the summaries, then had a brief
conversation at each one. This is one place where I asked participants if they felt their voice was
appropriately represented, and I amended the flip chart summaries based on their suggestions,
corrections, or additions. For example, the importance of PBE for our new Canadian students in
helping them to feel connected to their new place was not originally captured by participants on
the chart paper and so we amended that.
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By having participants contribute to the data analysis (and as interviewers) I hope to have
created an exchange of knowledge. This form of knowledge transfer between researcher and
participants contributes to what is often called catalytic validity, where participants “become
informed and empowered through their relationship with the research process” (Baines, 2007, p.
78). Further, catalytic validity acknowledges the privileged status of the researcher to
disseminate findings to upper management and people in power in hopes to create change.
Data Analysis
I chose thematic analysis as the method to analyze my data. Thematic analysis is “a
method for systematically identifying, organizing, and offering insight into patterns of meaning
(themes) across a dataset” (Braun & Clarke, 2012, p. 57). This method allowed me to search for
the commonalities among my participants and then to make sense of those commonalities. I
used thematic analysis because of its interpretive qualities and its fluid approach to meaning
making. Maguire and Delahunt (2017) provide an accessible guide to thematic analysis of
qualitative research. I used their guide to inform my thematic analysis as follows.
I read and re-read the interview responses and group summaries the teachers had already
highlighted and looked for additional language and sentiments. This meant reading the words
“actively, analytically, and critically” (Braun & Clarke, 2012, p. 61) to make initial observations.
Participants used blue ink to record their interviews, so I used orange pen to make notes for
myself as “memory aids and triggers” (p. 61) to assist in the process of analysis.
After this review, I then wrote down key words and reflected on potential themes that
would capture significant and interesting patterns as well as the essence of the teachers’
expressions (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). This approach is considered “open coding”, which
means I did not have pre-set codes and instead developed the codes as I worked through the
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process (p. 4). According to Braun and Clarke (2006) there is no hard-fast set of rules in
generating themes when reviewing codes. In my analysis of the codes, I attempted to interpret
beyond the surface meanings of responses. Most of my themes were inductive, meaning they
were generated by what I found in the data. However, the overarching theme Legitimacy, would
be what Braun and Clarke consider deductive, meaning it was a concept or idea I brought to the
data as an implication and broader meaning to my thesis questions (p. 84).
After creating the initial themes, I reviewed each for coherence by asking Maguire and
Delahunt’s (2017) questions: “Do the themes make sense? Does the data support the themes?
Am I trying to fit too much into a theme? Are there other themes?” (p. 8). It is my hope that this
process of reflection and re-fining captured the “’essence’ of what each theme is about (Braun &
Clarke as cited in Maguire & Delahunt, 2017, p. 92). I also consulted my committee to increase
the credibility of my analysis (Richards & Hemphill, 2018). Having participants conduct the
initial analysis was key to creating greater credibility in defining the initial themes (2018).
To help organize and present the results, I created multiple representations of the themes
which included a theme map, a table of key words, and descriptive paragraphs. The purpose of
the theme map is to present how the “themes relate to each other” (Maguire & Delahunt, p. 10).
The list of key words that inspire and inform each theme is my data set which provides
transparency and credibility to my findings (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). The key words were
selected if they contributed to the theme and are listed by number of frequency (and denoted in
brackets). My overall description of emerging themes is in paragraph form to create a cohesive
overview that preserves the narrative tone of our conversations.
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Limitations
I have identified several limitations to my research, including my bias, sample selection,
and shortcomings in my interview process. My enthusiasm and passion for PBE may have
biased my analysis and interpretation of the data and I was aware of the potential effects this may
have on the data. I attempted to mitigate this through triangulation, such as having my committee
members review my findings as well as having participants review and analyze the data to
enhance the validity and credibility of my research.
The interview process itself also had limitations; in particular, lack of probes, and
recording style. As a novice researcher I hesitated to have any names on the data collection
sheets to protect the anonymity of my participants. However, the lack of pseudonyms for my
participants restricted my ability to follow up with them to discuss their responses for clarity.
For instance, what does ‘red tape’ specifically mean to them? As well, further details on exactly
how they found the field trip forms confusing would also have helped better understand their
confusion and make appropriate recommendations to the district. Further, because each
interview lasted four minutes, interviewers often wrote responses in shorthand, abbreviations,
and point form which created limitations for my interpretation. These abbreviated responses
were, I suppose, mitigated by our group review where participants had the opportunity to
discuss, clarify, and refine responses. Still, looking back, if I had coded the interviews with
participants’ names that would have allowed me to follow up with them.
Another limitation was a lack of anticipation around their answers to respond with
adequate probes or questions to seek clarification. For example, I found a range of responses
around PBE and its effects on children who dysregulate, or have unpredictable, unsafe responses
to stimuli. On the one hand, teachers say they witnessed the benefits of being outside with their
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students who dysregulate. On the other hand, there was a reluctance or hesitation to take
dysregulated students outside. If both are true, was it that they do not trust their own ability or
feel nervous around a lack of additional adult supervision? I could have prepared follow-up
questions in anticipation of certain answers or improvised but did not. The resulting
conversations might have been very revealing and added to my understanding of the teacher’s
experience.

Chapter 4: Findings
While the review of the literature is certainly a way for me to deepen my learning and
understanding of PBE, the findings from the interviews provide stories of the local practitioners
of PBE. These stories create insights for me that I could not find in academic papers reviewed for
this study, and therefore were invaluable to growing my understanding of PBE in SD57. In
alignment with the Spiral of Inquiry (2017), it is my hope that this phase of learning (participants
contributing to the data analysis) provided learning opportunities for the participants as well (p.
30).
I present the findings as follows. For each interview question I present: first, a table of the
language teachers used in response to each of the interview questions that supports the generated
themes; second, an overview that provides context and supporting evidence for how I came to
those themes in my analysis process; and third, the descriptive paragraphs I composed to
synthesize their responses.
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Overarching Theme of Legitimacy
Permeating the five themes, I identified the over-arching theme of legitimacy. Originally,
the words “validation and perception” are what came to mind in studying the interviews; teachers
felt they needed to validate their practice of PBE and were worried about the perception of others
in terms of what they were doing with their students. It occurred to me that the legitimacy of
PBE was the overarching theme for all the themes in the following ways:
Gratitude- Teachers appreciate PBE because it is a legitimate practice.
Honouring the Pain- defending PBE as a legitimate practice is an on-going challenge.
Seeing with new eyes- PBE is legitimate because it supports educational initiatives on
many levels.
Going forth- PBE should be supported because it is a legitimate pedagogical practice.
Evidence to support this overarching theme is documented in the data and I will explore
the connections further in my discussion.
Gratitude: Wise Practice for Students and the Planet
Table 1
Data Analysis - Highlighted language participants used to answer question 1
Question 1: Gratitude: Why do you value place-based or environmental education? Share a story
of a time that you and/or your students were enriched by place-based education. Describe a
positive experience that either you have had or witnessed with your students.
Theme 1a: Wise Practice for the Student
Self-Regulation and Social Emotional learning
(6)
Unplug (5)
Spark (3)
Supports new curriculum (3)
Awareness (3)
(increased) confidence (3)

Theme 1b: Wise Practice for the Planet
Respect for nature (2)
Interest in nature (2)
Increased environmental awareness (2)
Awe of the world (2)
Interconnectedness to:
Nature (2), community (2), each other,
Traditional Ecological Knowledge, Indigenous

Place-Based Education
Holistic- teaches whole child (2)
Multi-disciplinary (2)
Calm (2)
(increased) memory
Resilience
Passion
Connected
Opportunity to shine
Inspired
Interested
Wonder
Discovery
Excited
Enthusiasm
Amazement
Curiosity
Value
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ways of knowing (2), world views, place, and
land
World view
Nature as teacher
Food Security
Harvesting etiquette & Protocols
Honouring place (1) and community (1)
We take care of what we love

Overview. Two main themes emerged during my analysis of question 1: 1a) wise practice
for students and 1b) wise practice for the planet.
The theme that PBE is wise practice for our students emerged from participant
statements such as: “My students now come more alive when I take them outside”, and
“[student] behaviours are less outdoors, they like it… they feel freer”. Participants noticed PBE
as offering increased access points for learning, noting that “students who otherwise struggle feel
competent” and how PBE “may be the only positive in the day” for vulnerable students.
Participants attributed PBE for inspiring their students and contributing to student sense of
belonging, increased confidence, and a passion for learning which three teachers specifically
described as a “spark” in their students. Eight out of thirteen respondents explicitly noted that
students spend too much time inside, on screens and that taking them outside allows them to
“unplug” and re-connect with nature. While one participant noted that PBE “helps memory”,
another elaborated on how the engagement of PBE offers an alternative “way to remember
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information” without having to study and related this back to her own schooling experience and
how exploring the natural world “stuck in [her] brain”. Overall, these teachers overflowed with
gratitude for the variety of ways that PBE benefits their students.
Sentiments that support the theme wise practice for the planet include “Currently our
world would benefit from a deep caring of our own place in the world”, while another participant
showed appreciation for PBE in its ability to connect students to traditional foods such as wild
blueberries and dehydrated meat in a feast they held with First Nations elders. Respondents
described students as “honouring their place”. A participant stated that PBE “has benefitted our
students - their plant knowledge and awareness of the inherent value of the plants in their place is
growing and allowing them to have greater respect for this plant life”.
One of the most repeated words from participants that supports the theme of Wise
Practice for the Planet was ‘interconnected’. Participants identified students as interconnected
with each other, nature, community, and connected to Traditional Ecological Knowledge,
Indigenous ways of knowing, and other world views. The connection between PBE and BC’s
new curriculum and FPPL is explored further in Seeing with New Eyes section of the discussion.
Synthesis of Participants’ responses, Theme 1a) For the Student. We believe PBE
educates the whole child and offers an opportunity for students who otherwise struggle to find
space to shine. We value PBE because it helps our students to self-regulate and have witnessed
an increase in confidence, resilience, calm, and awareness. Students get to move and be active.
Our students are more alive outside. We witness an increased curiosity, amazement and wonder
in our students and feel that PBE promotes gratitude, a passion for learning and an awe for the
world. PBE can ignite a spark in our students and feed their spirits. We watch our students’
sense of discovery and see how PBE invites them to grow their understanding of what it means
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to value something, something bigger than themselves. We see students challenge themselves
and feel their excitement, enthusiasm, and interest in learning. They are inspired.
We appreciate how Place-based education supports the integration of BC’s new
curriculum which promotes inquiry-based learning. We find that practicing PBE celebrates
varied worldviews by introducing perspectives of local First Peoples as well as other cultures and
heritages. It promotes the concept of valuing something outside of yourself and offers students a
chance to be part of something bigger than themselves, to grow empathy.
Synthesis of Participants’ responses, Theme 1b) For the Planet. We believe PBE is
wise practice for the planet because it promotes an awareness, respect, and interest in nature in
our students. It creates opportunities for students and teachers to un-plug and re-connect with
each other and the planet. Learning about place connects us to nature, community, each other,
traditional-ecological knowledge, and Aboriginal ways of knowing. It introduces us to
harvesting etiquette and protocols, as well as the concept of food security. PBE is all about
interconnectedness; we take care of what we love.
Honouring the Pain: Barriers & Blockages
Table 2
Data Analysis - Highlighted language participants used to answer question 2
Question: Honouring the Pain: Reflect on any barriers and/or challenges you’ve faced in wanting
to practice place-based education (Challenges for you, or your students). What blocks you from
practicing place-based education the way you’d like to? What kinds of challenges do you think
would be unique to us given our geography?
Theme 2: Barriers & Blockages
a) Seeking Support
b) Seeking Clarity
c) Seeking Safety
Ministry barriers
Administrative barriers
Wildlife concerns (9)
New Curriculum- pressure to
Chaperones & EA support (7)
Extreme cold (9)
meet outcomes (9)
RED TAPE- how to get past it? Extreme heat (4)
Personal barriers
(3)
Lack of student regulation (4)
Self-doubt (4)
Certification requirements (2) Student anxiety (2)
Field trip forms (2)
Teacher anxiety (2)

Place-Based Education
Level of experience
(knowledge of flora and
fauna) (4)
Need more professional
development (4)
Responsibility (4)
Need more buy in from
Colleagues (3),
administration (2), School
Board (2), parents
Need more energy
Unsure about delivery of
Indigenous content
Temporal barriers (4)
Time for trips
Time for planning
Scheduling issues
Financial barriers
Funding for supplies &
resources for outside (11)
Transportation costs (7)

61
Storage of gear (2)
Unclear guidelines

Level of student and teacher
experience
Lack of access to shade
Amount of biting insects

Overview. In the series of responses for ‘Honouring the Pain’, I discerned another theme
that I believe captures the challenges these teachers faced, Theme 3) Barriers & Blockages.
These barriers and blockages seemed to fit well under three sub-themes: Subtheme 3a) Seeking
Support from a variety of sources that include the Ministry of Education, personal support,
financial support, and more time. In sub-theme 3b) Seeking Clarity, teachers specifically
identified confusion from administration as a barrier and in sub-theme 3c) Seeking Safety,
teachers identified features of PBE that could feel safer to them.
Nine of the thirteen respondents described “pressure of being responsible and authentic to
all curricula [and] how to meet all outcomes” as being a barrier. One teacher felt that between 50
– 60 % of the teachers at their school thought PBE was not academic.
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Again, seven of the thirteen respondents identified a lack of funding for transportation as
a challenge to bringing their students out into community. As one respondent said, “whenever
we want to get to [the] river… that’s $250 per bus – it’s expensive”, while another recognized
that it’s difficult for schools to justify that spending: “It’s expensive for schools to make [the]
decision to spend money on gear, supplies, transportation”. Additional funding challenges
included trying to find money for resources, gear, and exploration supplies.
In seeking clarity, teachers identified blurry areas that created barriers to practicing PBE.
For example, participants asked for clear guidelines on what kinds of certifications the district
requires for safety off-site as well as how to access such certifications (teachers did not specify
what kind of certifications, but I can surmise, based on my own experiences as an outdoor
educator, they mean wilderness first aid, canoeing certifications, or life guarding etc.…). On
three occasions teachers referred to this lack of clear guidelines as “red tape” that they needed to
work around.
I expected that safety would be a theme, given the nature of place-based education and
the role of teacher as caregiver of their students. The majority (nine out of thirteen) of
respondents identified cold or severe weather and wildlife as concerns for taking their students
outside. One teacher asked: “what does [PBE] look like when it’s -20 [degrees Celsius]?”. This
environmental concern extended to the students’ lack of appropriate clothing for the colder
seasons, and during the hotter seasons lack of shade plants on school grounds also provided a
barrier.
Synthesis of Participants’ responses, Theme 2a) Seeking Support. In the wintertime,
many of our students do not have appropriate footwear or jackets. Even if we did get those
supplies, where would we put it? There is no storage. Within our school grounds, some of us lack

Place-Based Education

63

shade in the summer or any nature to speak of, and if we do want to travel further, the cost of
transportation is prohibitive and many of our students cannot afford it. When we do get to our
field study spot, it would be nice to have access to all the nature exploration supplies, like nets
and magnifying glasses. Where are the funds for that? Certainly, we would benefit from each
school having more resources around Indigenous ways of knowing and specific content around
the flora and fauna of our area. We want to build for success and be safe leaving school grounds,
but we don’t always have access to educational assistants or additional chaperones. Some of our
students run away or fight; it’s too stressful. Further, where is the time for us to plan and build
this into our curriculum in a responsible and authentic way? Where is the time in our busy school
schedule to fit in field studies? Where is the time for us to learn more about native flora and
fauna and grow our skills so we can be more confident to teach our kids outside? Sometimes
administrators and colleagues doubt the value of place-based education, saying that it is not
academic; this creates personal uncertainty that PBE can be in balance with and support the
curriculum. There is pressure to meet outcomes, pressure to meet curriculum, pressure to meet
requirements. How do we fit it all in?
Synthesis of Participants’ responses, Theme 2b) Seeking Clarity. How do we get
beyond the red tape? We would love to create gardens, but run into barriers like, can we build the
garden boxes, or does it have to be someone from CUPE1? I would love to go canoeing with my
kids, but what kinds of certifications are required? What about mountain biking? Where do we
go to find this information? Also, how do we access those certifications and who pays for them?

1

Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) is the union representing the non-teaching staff such as
carpenters, custodians, and educational assistants. They are part of a different union than teachers or principals.
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It would be nice if the district guidelines and field trip forms were clear, accessible, and
consistent.
Synthesis of Participants’ responses, Theme 2c) Seeking Safety. It is not uncommon in
our area to have a black bear roam through our grounds, or a moose moving through with her
calf. In ways, these are interactions that teach our students life skills in terms of living around
and with wildlife. But they also create a point of extra caution and care for us when we go
outside to play and learn. Biting insects, while not always unsafe, can be overwhelming for our
students in the springtime; it is uncomfortable. Sometimes we see heightened anxiety for
students around learning outside. And for the students who struggle with regulation, fighting and
running away can be a real safety concern, especially without additional adult supervision. It can
produce anxiety for us too.
Seeing with New Eyes: Connected and Aligned with Educational Initiatives
Table 3
Data Analysis - Highlighted language participants used to answer question 3

Question: Seeing with New Eyes: Do you feel that place-based education has connections
to or is supportive of initiatives such as: the new curriculum, core-competencies, First
Peoples Principles of Learning, Social-Emotional Learning, SD57 Strategic Plan, or other
initiatives not mentioned? If so, in what ways? If not, how so?
Theme 3: Connected & Aligned
Core-Competencies
Respect (2)
Critical thinking (2)
Self-expression (2)
Empathy (2)
Curiosity

First Peoples
Principles of Learning
Respect for Mother
Earth (2)
Community
Holistic (2)
Reflexive (2)

New Curriculum

Social Emotional
Learning
Inter-disciplinary Movement (5)
(4)
Spatial and selfFlexibility (2)
awareness (4)
Inquiry-based (3) Calming (3)
Relevant (2)
Nature Therapy

Place-Based Education
Responsibility
Problem solving
Ownership
Ethics
Accomplishment
Observation
Active Listening
Accountability
Awareness

Experiential (2)
Relational (2)
Intergenerational (2)
Culture
Intuitive
Honouring FirstPeoples’ knowledge
Woven
Story
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Freedom
Realistic
Tangible
Wholistic
Accessible

(2)
Resilience (2)
Attachment
Active
Meditative
Grounding
Rooted
Unplug
Accomplishment
Enthusiastic
Self-reflection
Stamina
Endurance
Part of a bigger
picture

Overview. In Seeing with New Eyes, I asked teachers how they may or may not see PBE
supporting other educational initiatives in SD57 and to give examples. I asked that they consider
initiatives such as the new BC curriculum, First Peoples Principles of Learning (FPPL), CoreCompetencies, Social-Emotional learning (SEL), and the SD57 Strategic Plan. The theme that
emerged was theme 4) connected and aligned.
In terms of the new BC curriculum, respondents identified PBE as in alignment with the
new BC curriculum “as we move from a stand and deliver [model] to student ownership and selfexpression” in our education system. Participants also noted certain qualities of the new BC
curriculum that lend themselves well to place-based practices, such as “flexibility”, and
promotion of “inter-disciplinary and inquiry” approaches.
Participants stated that PBE “does a great job” of connecting to FPPL. As one participant
put it: “[PBE] really promotes [FPPL] because it brings your awareness and connection to earth,
to community”. Participants suggested that FPPL is rooted in place and that PBE is “holistic,
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reflexive, reflective, experiential, and relational”, all of which are tenants of FPPL (First Nations
Education Steering Committee, N.D)
The most common core competency named as being in alignment with PBE is the Social
Awareness and Responsibility competency (Province of British Columbia, 2021c). Participants
described students as reflecting on their personal actions and that by going outside students are
more connected to local and global issues. Further, the teachers noticed improvement in student
communication around their observations when they are engaged in PBE. They also mentioned
tangible problem solving and critical thinking as being features of student learning in PBE.
There was considerable overlap in the language teachers used to discuss how PBE relates
to theme 1), wise practice for the student, and how PBE connects to SEL. For example,
participants related again to student screen time and how PBE can help them to “unplug” and
reiterated observing positive emotional behaviours in students such as increased enthusiasm and
calm. However, unique language did emerge that connected PBE to SEL such as its contribution
to student “resilience”, positive attachments, and sense of belonging, and how it can be
“meditative”. In terms of how PBE connected to all these initiatives, one participant wrote “Place
is a piece of the puzzle”. Of note, there was no mention of the SD57 Strategic Plan anywhere in
the data. I will explore this omission further in the discussion.
Synthesis of Participants’ responses, Theme 3, New BC Curriculum: Place-based
education helps us to move away from the “stand and deliver” model of teaching. Using nature
as teacher integrates and weaves together various parts of the curriculum, especially the sciences,
so seamlessly. PBE makes the new curriculum accessible because it creates an entry point for all
kids. It’s interdisciplinary so it promotes hands-on and inquiry-based learning.
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Core Competencies
We see PBE as connecting with the core-competencies because it fosters a respect for the
place our students live in. Outside, our students make incredible observations and can reflect on
and communicate what they are observing. Even practicing walking on a log, we see them
challenge themselves and display a sense of accomplishment when they have mastered it. When
they are outside, problem solving is a real-life skill. When learning how to start a fire, or build a
shelter, the rewards are real. We see students grow their active listening skills through practicing
sensory awareness and hear them talk about how important it is for us to take responsibility of
our actions for the sake of the planet. It gets them to think.
First Peoples Principles of Learning
Place-based education opens doors for honouring traditional ecological knowledge. It
promotes wholistic learning, and therefore educating the whole child. Place-based learning
connects to FPPL because the learning is rooted in place; by learning about place and its stories,
PBE is also intergenerational, connects with community and is holistic, reflexive, reflective,
experiential and relational.
Social-Emotional Learning
Place-based education allows our students to MOVE! When they get to move, they seem
more regulated. It is therapeutic. Our students who need the most support with regulation seem
to benefit the most from PBE; it makes them feel calmer, more grounded. Connecting to the
earth seems to create attachment and a sense of belonging. Being outside helps them to build
resilience and stamina from being able to endure the elements and venture farther.
Going Forth: Consistent Commitment
Table 4
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Data Analysis - Highlighted language participants used to answer question 4
Question: Going Forth- What are your hopes and dreams for place-based education in
our district? Leap forward three years into the future. Your school is vibrant, and you as
an individual feel energized, supported, and successful in facilitating meaningful placebased education with your students. What kinds of experiences, supports, and resources
helped to make that happen? Consider: yourself, colleagues, administrators, district,
community, and environment.
Theme 4: Consistent Commitment (time, people, money)
Funding (7)
Training opportunities (7)
Accessible environments (5)
Valued (5)
Community Support (4)
Everyone is involved in the conversation
(3)
Parent support (3)
Supportive, encouraging administrators (3)
Consistent effort (3)
Networks (2)
Year-round practice (2)
Less red tape (2)

Complete buy in by all players (2)
District Resource teacher for PBE
support(2)
Storage for Equipment (2)
Citizen Science (Weed pulls, species
counts) (2)
District Outdoor Ed centre
Focus Schools
Community gardens
Mud kitchen
Equipment
Centralized resources
PBE in every school plan
Elders in every school
Staff support

Overview. In envisioning the state of PBE in SD57 three years from now, the overall
sentiment of participants suggested that no matter how we move forward with PBE, all efforts
need to be consistent; PBE should not be as a passing trend. This led me to theme 4) Consistent
Commitment. Participating teachers envisioned infrastructure such as an outdoor learning
centre, community gardens and mud kitchens and resources that are central, organized,
accessible, and available for sign-out. They imagined complete buy-in by all stakeholders which
translates into support, training opportunities, funding, and the sense the stakeholders value PBE
as a legitimate practice.
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Synthesis of Participants’ responses, Theme 4 Consistent Commitment. Three years
from now, our School District will have its own outdoor ed centre. Everyone will be a part of
the conversation: parents, education assistants, colleagues, principals, and senior administrators.
There will be all sorts of professional development opportunities to help us grow our knowledge
of the community and terrain. We’ll have the time to pursue those learning opportunities! It will
be clear to us the kinds of certifications we need for different activities and field trip forms will
be easy to fill out. Resources for students such as appropriate gear and exploration tools will be
readily available, and we will have a place to store it all! We envision focus schools, mud
kitchens, community gardens and easily accessible spaces for us to explore. There will be an
Elder in every school and content to support local Indigenous ways of knowing will continue to
grow. There will be no doubt that educating our students in using ‘place’ is a sound pedagogical
practice that supports academic learning, and we will feel supported to practice it.

I suggest you include a summary paragraph for chapter 4 – outline your findings with
your themes, and then lead in to the next chapter
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Chapter 5 Checking/ Discussion

The purpose of the checking phase in the Spiral of Inquiry (2017) is to ask the questions:
“Are we making enough of a difference?” and “How do we know?” (p. 34). My analysis of the
interviews led me to identify five major themes and one overarching theme that help us
understand the joys and challenges of practicing PBE in SD57. In this chapter, I will discuss each
of these themes in relation to the current body of literature in effort to answer the checking phase
of the Spiral of Inquiry. I begin with the overarching theme of legitimacy, then move into a
discussion of more specific themes: wise practice for the students, wise practice for the planet,
barriers and challenges, connected and aligned, and consistent commitment.
Legitimacy
The literature indicates that a lack of legitimacy around PBE is an important barrier to
teachers implementing it, while at the same time providing evidence that indeed PBE is a valid
pedagogical approach (Miller & Twum, 2017; Powers, 2004). Likewise, most of my participants
felt the pressures to be responsible and authentic to the curriculum and voiced concerns around
their colleagues and administrators perceptions of the legitimacy of practicing PBE, while also
heralding it as a choice practice. Greenwood (2013) raises a good question when he asks: in
trying to validate PBE in the name of academic improvement, do we risk perpetuating the old
paradigm of education that has contributed to increased student anxiety and environmental
decline? Perhaps so. But currently, teachers are in the position of having to justify their practice
of PBE. It would seem foolish to ignore the growing body of evidence that supports PBE and its
benefits, academic and otherwise (Anderson et al., 2017; Kuo et al., 2021; Mannion et al., 2013;
Powers, 2004; Sobel, 2014; Webber et al., 2021). Perhaps we will see PBE becoming a more
common practice in the future, which may ease people’s concerns around its legitimacy.
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Gratitude: Wise Practice for the Student
Participants showed gratitude for PBE because they believed it to be a wise practice both
for their students and for the planet. They also identified an emotional response in their students
unique to PBE. Their observations and lived experiences echo the body of literature that
explores the positive interaction of students with PBE and the effects PBE can have towards
growing environmental stewardship attitudes (McVittie et al., 2020; Miller & Twum, 2017;
Powers, 2004; Sobel, 2014; Thomashow, 2002).
These teacher observations of self-regulation and calm in their students when they are
outside are congruent with the literature that suggests that PBE can be a mitigating factor for
students with ADHD, anxiety, depression, and stress (Louv, 2006; Mate, 2012; Taylor & Kuo,
2009; Wells & Evans, 2003). However, this sentiment is contradicted in their responses to
‘honouring the pain’ where teachers identify disregulated students and the lack of support for
them as barriers. I suggest further exploration into this contradiction in my recommendations.
My participants spoke of seeing profound emotional responses in their students, such as
wonder, awe, curiosity and passion, when engaged with PBE. Given that many of the school
locations teachers spoke of were in urban areas, this is in allignment with the literature
suggesting that while greener environments can provide more relief to a stressed child, one does
not necessarily need to be in a pristine environment to create meaningful, emotional connections
to place nor to have therapeutic outcomes (Anderson et al., 2017; Armstrong, 2012; Bratman et
al., 2015; Wells & Evans, 2003). The positive effects my participants noticed with their students
are similar to the experiences of other PBE educators in North America who also noticed
increased engagement, collaboration, and innovation in their students (Hall, 2015; Miller &
Twum, 2017; Powers, 2004). In congruence with the literature, the teachers in my study spoke

Place-Based Education

72

of the positive, calming, and grounding effects of PBE on their students who struggle to selfregulate (Hall, 2015; Miller & Twum, 2017) and recognize the potential for PBE as a conduit for
connecting recent immigrants to their community and curriclum (Powers, 2004).
Gratitude: Wise Practice for the Planet
Participants also described seeing their students develop an interest in, respect for, and an
increased awareness of nature. While similar sentiments were expressed by PBE practitioners in
other parts of North America (Hall, 2015; Powers, 2004), my participants did not place emphasis
on political engagement or civic responsibility, which other practitioners mentioned as a benefit
in similar research (McVittee, 2020; Miller & Twum, 2017). Essentially, what my participants
were facilitating and witnessing was their students growing a perceptual ecology and developing
a conservation ethic (Thomashow, 2002 ; Wilson, 1984). In other words, when participants
described their students and PBE with words like, interconnectedness, awareness, discovery,
wonder, amazement, or calm, those teachers were witnessing a shift in how their students engage
with and perceive their environment (i.e., perceptual ecology). Also, when the participants
described PBE as facilitating increased student respect for nature, community, and eachother,
expanding worldviews and increased empathy, those teachers were observing their students grow
a conservation ethic, in real time!
In answer to my research question #1 What inspires elementary school teachers in SD57
to engage in and practice place-based education? The answer lies in the themes of this data; these
teachers practice PBE, despite the challenges, because it is a wise practice that benefits both
students and the planet in a multitude of ways.
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Honouring the Pain: Barriers and Challenges
While participating teachers said they practice PBE because the benefits outweigh the
challenges, the significant physical and emotional barriers these teachers face are not unique to
SD57 (Hall, 2015; Miller & Twum, 2017; Powers, 2004). In answer to my research question #2
What are the real and perceived challenges these teachers face to practicing PBE and outdoor
education with their students? the answer lies in the themes of this data; To practice PBE more
fully, these teachers are seeking greater support, clarity, and safety. Many of these barriers and
challenges are consequences of meaningful educational change, and I will explore the
connections below.
Support- Accessing training
In terms of training, many of my participants were looking to grow their experience and
knowledge around local flora and fauna and are eager for professional development
opportunities. Fullan (2007) describes their desire for knowledge as desiring access to
innovation and information and suggests that professional learning communities (PLCs) can be
key in diffusing both innovation and information. PLCs could also provide ‘experimenting’
grounds where teachers can feel safe to make mistakes, which would help reduce the
psychological stress and self-doubt (2007). Training, such as bear aware (how to mitigate
wildlife conflict) and risk management skills (e.g. adult to student ratios, terrain type, distance to
nearest emergency care), could help with teacher and student anxiety.
Support - Accessing Appropriate Environments
Respondents explicitly identified the lack of access to shade and nature on school
grounds as barriers to PBE, as well as affordability of transportation to other locations. While
there is literature that supports the idea that even less than pristine environments can provide
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relief to a child, there are reasons, including the challenges listed by my participants, to consider
increasing the biodiversity and number of shade plants grown on school grounds. In 2020, the
City of Prince George published their Climate Mitigation Plan that identified planting and
growing more trees in our town as one of the top priorities to mitigate the effects of climate
change in our city (City of Prince George, 2020). Not only would planting Indigenous gardens
and shade trees meet the needs of PBE practitioners and reduce transportation costs, it would
also align SD57 with local efforts in mitigating the effects of climate change.
Support- Accessing Time & Money
There was a persistent request for more time, time for trips, and time for planning those
trips. This challenge with time aligns with the findings in Powers’ study (2004), which noted
that time was “the most consistent external constraint” (p. 23) cited by her participants, which
included lack of time to meet curricular pressures, and time limitations around the length of
seasons we can teach outdoors in. As well, 11 of 13 participants identified a lack of funding for
resources as a significant barrier; teachers are required to look for money for outdoor clothing for
kids, programming supplies, and for transportation to sites. The studies of PBE I reviewed did
not cite funding as a limitation and while I hesitate to suggest that this indicates lack of funding
is unique to teacher’s in SD57, it would be worth exploring further.
Clarity
A feeling of uncertainty about district goals or guidelines can shut down the potential of
creating rich learning opportunities for students (Fullan, 2007). My participants’ expression of
lack of clarity from their administrators around expectations on what is required to take children
outdoors, including what they need to have in terms of certifications or licenses to be responsible
with children in an outdoor context, is consistent with Fullan’s (2007) theory that lack of clarity
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is a “perennial problem in the change process” (p. 89). They also expressed feelings of anxiety
and frustration that are predictable emotions when dealing with ambiguity around educational
change (Fullan, 2007). These feelings can also be referred to as learning anxiety (Schein, 1999),
which, unless mitigated, can cripple an educator’s willingness to engage in change and
innovation. Examples of how administrators might be able to mitigate educator’s learning
anxiety might include supporting PLC’s. Administrators could also help by providing safe places
for their teachers to make mistakes with low consequences (Wirth, 2018). My participants
indicated a clear motivation to try innovative approaches in teaching, including utilizing PBE, if
they felt supported by their administrators and were able to access appropriate professional
development and training.
Safety
The safety concerns of educators in the Central Interior of BC may be specific to boreal
Canada. For example, the potential for interactions with wildlife such as moose, or black and
grizzly bears, would be less likely a concern in more densely populated areas such as the
Okanagan, Vancouver Island (which has neither moose nor grizzly bears) and the Lower
Mainland. As well, the diversity and abundance of biting flies in our area does seem remarkable
at times. Both these stated safety concerns are legitimate deterrents to practicing PBE in some
areas of SD57 and the central interior.
Seeing with New Eyes: Connected & Aligned
Overall, participants viewed PBE as connected to and aligned with educational initiatives
such as the Core Competencies within the new BC curriculum, First Peoples Principles of
Learning (FPPL) and social-emotional learning. The overlap between the benefit of PBE for
students and the connection to social-emotional learning was so significant that I merged my
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discussion of the two areas under the preceding section: Wise Practice for the Student to avoid
repetition.
BC Ministry of Education Expectations
Teachers related PBE to the Ministry’s Core Competency Social Awareness and
Responsibility, namely, the facet called: ‘Contributing to community and caring for the
environment’, which describes the desire for students to:
develop awareness of and take responsibility for their social, physical, and natural
environments by working independently and collaboratively for the benefit of others,
communities, and the environment … [and that] They are aware of the impact of their
decisions, actions, and footprint. They advocate for and act to bring about positive
change. (Province of British Columbia, 2021c, para. 5)
The similarity between the language of this Core Competency and how my participants
described their students in PBE is remarkable and suggests that PBE is a useful approach in
teaching Social Awareness and Responsibility. Similarly, in referencing the New BC
Curriculum, participants noted that the interdisciplinary, flexible, wholistic, and inquiry-based
nature of the new BC curriculum facilitates PBE more explicitly than the old curriculum.
I believe what this suggests is that the BC Ministry of Education was successful, at least
with the teachers I interviewed, in disseminating the new guiding documents for public education
in BC. I believe it also suggests that the connections between these documents and PBE are
explicit and are being noticed by educators who wish to engage with PBE.
First Peoples Principles of Learning
My findings suggest that The First Peoples Principles of Learning (FFPL) was also
successfully circulating among educators as on two occasions my participants directly quoted the
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principles saying that PBE is holistic, reflexive, experiential, and relational, all of which are
tenets of FPPL (First Nations Education Steering Committee, n.d.). In addition to the above
tenets, participants identified strong connections between PBE and FPPL as it relates to
supporting “the well-being of the self, the family, the community, [and] the land…” In many
ways these connections overlap with the theme “wise practice for the planet”, with an additional
focus on intergenerational teachings, the power of story, and honouring Indigenous ways of
knowing.
Going Forth: Consistent Commitment
In honouring the pain, teachers identified what was blocking them and asked for
administrators to lift those barriers. These included less red tape, increased clarity around
certification requirements, access to outdoor gear, storage for gear, centralized sign out system
for that gear, an outdoor education centre and human resources such as a district resource teacher
for PBE support.
In asking for complete buy-in from ‘all players’, these teachers voiced what educational
change expert Fullan (2007) stated: to get a school community to deeply focus on making change
– we must engage the entire system. Participants repetitively asked for support and commitment
from all parts of the system with a focus on encouraging administrators and support from both
colleagues and parents. Most importantly, they were asking for SD57 to commit to supporting
place-based initiatives and to be consistent about it.
Omissions- Safety & Strategic Plan
There were two dimensions that I might have expected to hear from my informants but
did not. Both biohazards and SD57’s Strategic Plan were never mentioned by my participants,
and I believe the omissions are noteworthy.
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Firstly, while I did not receive any written record of discussion around ‘dangerous
garbage’ from our interviews, the issue certainly did come up as a district resource teacher and in
previous years as a classroom teacher. Biohazards such as hypodermic needles, used condoms
and broken bottles are, unfortunately, common in the urban school neighborhoods in SD57.
Diligent precautions to promote student safety including pre-teaching about dangerous garbage,
reviewing what it is and what to do if we find dangerous garbage before we go off-grounds, and
a “scene sweep” where one would pre-walk the area prior to visitation. I believe this is an
important consideration in understanding the types of challenges and barriers SD57 teachers face
in practicing PBE.
Secondly, I can only speculate on why none of the participants mentioned the Strategic
Plan. Perhaps they were unfamiliar with the document or did not see how it aligned with PBE.
This is relevant because, as mentioned in the Introduction, the Strategic Plan names both
Traditional Environmental Knowledge and environmental stewardship skills as priorities (School
District 57, 2018). For teachers who are looking to legitimize PBE, referring to the Strategic
Plan may help to gain support from colleagues or administrators.
Summary
In large part, the teachers who participated in these interviews were living and echoing
what the research says; PBE is a wise practice for not only students but also for educators to
reconnect with the planet via their community. Their experience with practicing PBE echoed the
studies that suggest vulnerable students who otherwise struggle in the traditional classroom
setting may find access in the outdoors to successful learning opportunities that promote personal
well-being. They named PBE as being aligned with BC’s new curriculum, Social Emotional
learning, Core Competencies, and First Peoples Principles of Learning. They identified PBE as a
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practice that can help facilitate the conversations and relationship-building needed for
reconciliation. The teachers who engaged with this research were practitioners of PBE, yet they
also identified conflicting feelings around the legitimacy of the practice and its ability to meet
academic pressures. Barriers and challenges such as lack of clarity around administrative issues,
lack of time, money, and a need for safety all prevented these teachers from practicing PBE as
deeply as they would like to. Despite these challenges, interview results suggested that the value
of practicing PBE was worth overcoming the challenges to do so. Finally, these teachers
envisioned a bright future for PBE in our district that will involve a consistent commitment from
all the partners in our educational community.
Checking: Recommendations
The checking phase of the Spiral of Inquiry (2017) also sets the stage for what comes
next for PBE in the district (p. 34). I organized my recommendations into two categories:
recommendations for actions in School District 57 and recommendations for future study/
research.
Recommendations for practice in School District 57
Recommendation 1: Promote and support professional learning communities (PLCs).
There are a variety of ways that the SD57 can support PLCs. This includes providing
release time (paid time out of the classroom) for teachers to meet, re-arranging time schedules,
and/ or supplementary pay for those meetings. The Spiral of Inquiry is a provincial network that
provides PLC frameworks and funding for teachers and is a resource for any district looking to
pursue quality innovation through PLCs.
Recommendation 2: Continue to develop, promote, and fund professional development
opportunities that train teachers in PBE.
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This could include SD57 paying registration fees for several educators to attend PBEtype conferences such as the Classrooms to Communities annual conference. As well, SD57
could subsidize teacher memberships for the Environmental Educators Provincial Specialist
Association, part of the BC Teachers Federation. SD57 should continue to provide professional
development opportunities in both local content and provincial initiatives, for example,
providing the seasonal rounds calendar local to the Lheidli T’enneh to classroom teachers
alongside professional development on ways to incorporate it into units. Finally, SD57 should
maintain a district level place-based or land-based resource teacher position to help facilitate and
promote the initiatives listed above, as well as to build capacity for teachers to practice placebased education on their own.
Recommendation 3: Refer to local resources and research when creating initiatives.
All senior administrators and board members of SD57 should read and review the local
research papers Four Lheidli T’enneh Families’ Experiences and Expectations of Public
Education by Jennifer Pighin and the Final report on the research project - We’re all in this
together: Keeping Aboriginal students in school by Shari L. Wallace (2016) to inform them
about the needs of Indigenous students and families in SD57 and guide them in decision making.
The District should also continue to invest in local academic and grass roots research projects.
Recommendation 4: Invest in resources, supplies and infrastructure.
To understand current resources and supplies, SD57 should create an inventory of all
outdoor education supplies including items such as mountain bikes, snowshoes, skis, tents, back
packs, and canoes, for example, to create a database of already existing resources and their
locations. The District Learning Commons search engine could house the database to allow staff
to navigate and sign out available gear. In terms of transportation to different environments,
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SD57 could invest in ‘Adventure Buses’ which teachers with a class 4 license could use to bring
students to field study sites. Further, expansion of district land use to include a wilderness site
with a basic shelter to allow for all-season programming by teachers and community. As well,
the Board could consider easing restrictions and broadening allowable activities on school
district properties to help facilitate the creation of native plant and food gardens and outdoor
nature play spaces.
Recommendation 5: Promote SD 57 Strategic plan in a way that permeates school culture,
student families, and community.
While I am not an educational change expert, my suggestions include: (a) upper
administrators visiting staff meetings to workshop the document with teachers instead of
expecting teachers to read it on their own time, (b) include it in a ‘scavenger hunt’ or game
format for families when schools host family nights, and (c) consider posting colored graphics in
community areas such as the public pool, library or bowling alleys where families frequent.
Recommendations for further research
I recommend that SD57 continue to support inquiry and research into teacher and student
engagement with PBE and how it may provide opportunities for reconciliation in the district.
Expanding from my research, I would seek to clarify contradictions such as “dysregulated
children do well” and “I don’t feel safe taking my dysregulated students outside”. As well, I
would like to have a more detailed description of what ‘red tape’ means for teachers.
Another area that I would like to see explored further is the personal experience of PBE
for teachers. For instance, my questions were very student-centric and as a result my findings
around the benefits of PBE focused on the student. It would be interesting to focus on the
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internal experience of these teachers, asking what inspires them? what propels them personally,
and in what ways does this work fulfill their professional, personal, and perhaps spiritual needs?
As well, academia might benefit from a study that interviews the children to hear, in their
own words, what their experience with PBE is. A qualitative study might also focus on the
impacts of PBE with students with special needs and students new to Canada.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

From planetary crises such as climate change, to the anxieties we find in our students, to
our commitment to reconciliation, our circumstances beckon us to re-visit how we are in
relationship with each other and the planet. One action that can support us in this quest is to
reconsider the colonial paradigm of education where teacher knows all, and students are
subservient and instead explore other wholistic approaches to education that honour the learners’
experience such as PBE.
My research sought to answer the questions: What inspires teachers to practice PBE;
what are the challenges they are facing; and how might PBE contribute to reconciliation in the
education system.
The teachers I interviewed shared moving experiences of practicing PBE. They were
inspired to practice PBE because it provided opportunity, access, and joy to their students’
learning. They also revealed strong connections and a desire to practice PBE in the name of
creating what Joanna Macy (2014) calls a “life sustaining society” (p. 5).
There was no shortage of challenges that my participants faced. This included real and
perceived lack of human and financial resources, confusion around requirements and
certifications, and concerns about safety, wildlife, and weather. In addition to those obstacles,
they exposed what I believe to be the overarching blockage to practicing PBE as fully as they
would like to: having to justify and defend PBE as a legitimate practice, not only to colleagues
and administrators, but at times to themselves. Nonetheless, these teachers showed conviction,
creativity, and dedication to their students and their teaching craft to overcome the hurdles of
incorporating PBE into their practice.
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In answer to question # 3 How might PBE contribute to reconciliation in the education
system?, my participants believed there are explicit connections between PBE and reconciliation.
They cited land-based programming, connecting to Elders, learning about traditional ecological
knowledge as some of the ways we can begin to honour Indigenous ways of knowing. The
literature supports the idea that PBE can contribute to reconciliation by fostering cross-cultural
understandings and promoting social and ecological justice (Korteweg & Russell, 2012). We are
also reminded that PBE may perpetuate the Euro-centric paradigm of education if we neglect to
include authentic, local Indigenous resources; avoid historical political and justice issues (both
human and land rights); and forget to challenge and adjust our precepts of PBE (Webber et al.,
2021).
In terms of my research objectives, I believe that I gained a thorough and intimate
understanding of PBE, both beyond and within my school district and that has allowed me to
create (and now present) credible recommendations to the SD57 School Board. While I do hope
this thesis will contribute to reconciliation and a life-sustaining society, I do not believe this
research has created the community of teachers who can support each other as I envisioned – yet.
It has been twenty-nine years since I graduated high school, and I still believe we can do
better for our students. However, systems change slowly, and little changes can make a big
difference. As a teenager in school, I never heard of (and rarely witnessed) ‘trauma-informed’
practice. Now, the concept of social-emotional competencies and well-being is being promoted
in every school I have been associated with in recent years. Until recently, there was no mention
of residential schools in the socials studies textbooks, and now I hear discussions of
reconciliation in the education system regularly. Highly prescriptive curriculum has transformed
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into one that invites innovation and inquiry-based learning and has made space for initiatives
such as PBE.
My most important learning from this research is that meaningful changes, such as
introducing PBE, in complex systems such as public education is hard and takes a long time.
Another enduring understanding I take with me is that passionate educators will persist in the
face of challenges, pushing through the pavement, and they are amazing. In part, it is their
relentless conviction in quality education that keeps me optimistic about the future.
If indeed PBE is “a piece of the puzzle” as one interview participant said, then it is time
to engage with our community to achieve the dream these teachers have shared with us, a
consistent commitment by all in the name of helping our students and the planet.
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Appendix A

Power point slides from interview matrix.
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Why Place Based…
Place based education can encompass
Environmental Education, as well as Outdoor
Education and more!
It invites the community to be a part of our
students learning and understanding of both the
world and their place within it.
It helps to create a sense of belonging and care
for place, connecting us to ourselves, each
other, and the planet.

Anchoring our work in gratitude
allows us to celebrate what is going
well. It fosters trust and well being.
It strengthens our back bone for
times when things aren’t going so
well and invites us to approach
problems with a solutions based
lens.
It gives us hope and joy to
recognize ourselves and others for
being positive contributors to our
students lives.

It feels good and helps make the
world a better place.

Place-Based Education

As teachers, we face many
challenges and obstacles in our
careers- some of which can bring
us to tears. By “honouring the
pain” we are able to acknowledge
that which is not well or right. We
are able to recognize the
“disturbing realities” that block us
from realizing our full potentialboth personally, and
professionally.
By “honouring the pain” we can
begin the conversations that will
help us, our students, our district
and our community to get beyond
“business as usual”.

What do we envision
for the future of our
practice as it relates to
Place Based
education?

Going forth invites us
to dare to believe what
is possible and
strengthens our
conviction moving
forward.
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We are part of a bigger
picture- We are professionals
that have studied (and
continue to study!) wise
practices, and innovative
pedagogical approaches.
Given what we know and feel
about place based or place
conscious education, Seeing
with new eyes is an invitation
to consider where we are in
the bigger picture of this
educational journey and the
role we have to play.

Gratitude: Why do you value Place-Based or Environmental
education? Share a story of a time that you and/or your students
were enriched by Place-Based education.
Describe a positive experience that either you have had or
witnessed with your students.
Honouring the Pain: Reflect on any barriers and/or
challenges you’ve faced in wanting to practice Place-Based
education (Challenges for you, or your students).
What blocks you from practicing Place-Based education the
way you’d like to.

What kinds of challenges do you think would be unique to us
given our geography?

Interview Matrix

Seeing with New Eyes: Do you feel that Place-Based Education
has connections to or is supportive of initiatives such as: the
new curriculum, core-competencies, First Peoples Principles of
Learning, Social-Emotional Learning, SD 57 Strategic Plan, or
other initiatives not mentioned?
If so, in what ways? If not, how so?
Going Forth: Leap forward three years into the future. Your
school is vibrant, and you as an individual feel energized,
supported and successful in facilitating meaningful PlaceBased education with your students. What kinds of
experiences, supports, and resources helped to make that
happen?

CONVERSATION

Consider: yourself, colleagues, administrators, district,
community, and environment.
10
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❑ Instruction: You have been placed in groups
of four and numbered off 1, 2, 3, 4.

Why?

❑ Each person will have an opportunity to
interview three colleagues and to be
interviewed three times.

An approach that engages the whole group in dialogue:

❑ equal air time

❑ Person #1, for example, will use the Interview
Matrix Person #1 Template, to record key
ideas from the three interviews, and also
reflect on his or her own views.

❑ Focus
❑ consensus building

❑ Later in the process, like-numbered groups
will scan and summarize the interviews.

Dialogue

Interview Matrix

(rules of engagement)
❑Consciously generating respect for yourself and others

The Process:

❑Seeking understanding, not necessarily agreement,
with opposing perspectives
❑Listening deeply
❑Cultivating your own voice

❑
❑

Interviews (6 interviews of 3 minutes each)
(stretch, snack and bathroom break)

❑

Group Summary (20 minutes [10 min x 2] )

❑

Group Visits (3 minutes each)

❑

Discussion

❑Suspending your certainties and assumptions (be
curious!)
13

Red Number is the Interviewer

First, begin by taking 3
minutes to answer your own
question on the backside of
your template.

INTERVIEW

INTERVIEW

INTERVIEW

INTERVIEW

INTERVIEW

INTERVIEW

#1

#2

#3

#4

#5

#6

1-2

23

24

32

42

21

3-4

41

31

14

13

43

❑ 3 minutes for each interview
❑ Ask question and take notes on key ideas
❑ Switch partners when instructed
16
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Summary Reviews

❑ Join others with the same number
❑ Compare notes from your interviews, identify and
highlight themes and/or key points (10 min)
❑ Record the significant themes and key points on flip chart
(present the data in a visual form for others to review)
(10 min)

❑ Groups rotate clockwise to review and give feedback on
each Group Summary (3 minutes each review)

❑ “What can’t you live with? What can’t you live without?”

