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Abstract 

Using reflexive narrative autoethnography, I explored the influence of living and teaching 

in unfamiliar places on ecologically-minded teachers. I collected data through personal 

reflections and interviews with four teachers employing Wengraf's Biographic-Narrative 

Interview Method. Following Richardson's creative analytic practices, I used writing as both 

inquiry and analysis. I discovered that relationships with biophysical places were important to all 

participants. My findings reveal the complexity of participants’ sense of place, which can be 

influenced by attachment to prior places, fear, adventure, time and access to biophysical places. 

Sense of place was related to the wellbeing and resilience of all participants. Sociocultural 

conduits also contributed to these teachers’ evolving senses of place in new environments. 

Additionally, I found that sense of place related not only to biophysical surroundings, but also to 

spirituality and a teacher’s perception of their inner wildness—a place within oneself and a sense 

of oneness with non-human world.  
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Introduction 

Teaching allowed me to explore places far from where I grew up. Amidst the excitement 

of immersing in my new places, I became preoccupied by the newness of the experiences. New 

friends, adventures, curriculums and students left little time for me to pause and reflect on how I 

was impacted by living and teaching in unfamiliar places. However, as the concept of place-

based education became more prevalent in pedagogical discussions at the schools where I 

worked and within my community of colleagues and friends, I started to consider the role of 

place in my own classroom and professional practice. 

When I began my teaching career in Yellowknife, NT in 2004, discussions on the role of 

place in learning were just beginning to consider the importance of contextualizing learning by 

studying locally relevant issues. According to a Google Scholar search of “place-based 

education,” there were only 90 results in 2004. However, growing awareness of place-based 

learning was expanding in the field of education. While there were only 137 results for “place-

based education” for the decade between 1990 and 2000, the number increased to 1,990 results 

between 2000 and 2010 and grew to 5,140 between 2010 and 2017.  

As a biology teacher with a passion for ecology and environmental education, I was 

excited to teach my students about ecological issues. I wanted to inspire them to love the non-

human species around them and develop or strengthen their desire to protect their environment. 

Although the start of my teaching career pre-dated their work, my pedagogy aligned with 

Gruenewald and Smith (2008) who suggested, “from the perspective of democratic education in 

diverse societies, schools must provide more opportunities for students to participate 

meaningfully in the processes of coming to know places and shaping what our places will 

become” (p. 144). I was almost desperate in my idealistic desire to make the world a better place 
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through education and I wanted my students to take an active role in shaping their places. In fact, 

I felt burdened by the responsibility of fostering environmentally informed citizens. By nurturing 

understanding and care for local ecological issues, I hoped my students would grow into adults 

who made environmentally ethical choices.  

While completing my teaching practicum in Kimberley, BC, I created a unit focused on 

the Kootenay Lake fertilization project. I was excited to study the fertilization project in 

university because I grew up on the shores of Kootenay Lake, in Nelson, BC. I knew the project 

had local relevance to my students in Kimberley because their waters flowed into Kootenay 

Lake, and local mining activities directly impacted the Kootenay Lake ecosystem (Gayton, 

2003). However, when I tried to teach the same unit in Yellowknife, I found that the project was 

not as relevant or meaningful to my students as it was to me. I had to find out what was 

important to them in their local ecosystem.  

I began to recognize that learning grounded in local places was not only more interesting 

to my students, but also made complex global issues such as climate change more concrete and 

understandable. For example, taking my students outside to study the impact of recreational 

snowmobile use on snow ecosystems helped them uncover the wonder of a world beneath the 

snow that had been invisible to some them. Exploring the local ecological and recreational 

impacts of changing temperatures on snow compaction led my students to learn about the effects 

of climate change in the North. Learning in and about their surroundings increased the level of 

awareness for my students and their impacts on local ecosystems A parting gift from a group of 

my graduating students—a picture book that reflected growth in their environmental ethic and a 

desire to share their understanding with others in the community—demonstrated increased 

awareness of their interactions with their environment.  
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It took a great deal of time and effort to familiarize myself with locally relevant 

ecological issues in Yellowknife. After three years, I was just beginning to understand the role of 

place in my new community of Yellowknife when I decided to accept another adventure. My 

move brought me to Lanciano, Italy to teach at an international school with other teachers and 

students from around the world. I found it challenging to create learning experiences that were 

locally relevant to my students because the local environment and language was as new and 

unfamiliar to them as it was for me. I tried to overcome the challenge of being new by finding 

ways to familiarize my students and myself with our new place. However, I started to wonder 

how I could foster a sense of place in my students when my own sense of place did not have a 

local context and was linked to a distant land. 

This thesis is the culmination of my exploration into the influence of unfamiliar places—

particularly in relation to non-human aspects of local biophysical places—on me and four other 

teachers.  

Research Questions and Objectives 

I have lived and worked in four culturally, environmentally and geographically diverse 

communities during my twelve years as a teacher. Each place was relatively or entirely 

unfamiliar to me when I arrived. All were far from the place where I was raised. As an 

environmental educator and biology teacher, I am passionate about the natural world and the 

interrelationships of its living organisms. I bring that passion for ecology into my classes where I 

try to inspire a similar passion in my students. My motivation for choosing to focus on the 

influence of the local environment on teaching and teachers grew from the challenges I 

experienced by moving several times during the course of my professional life. The conclusions 

I drew from my research were not intended to produce a theory or make generalizations that 
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could be applied to all teachers everywhere. However, I hoped that other teachers would be able 

to relate to and gain valuable insight from my exploration of my experiences and those of some 

of my peers. 

My experience as a teacher who cares about the environment lead me to ask the 

following research questions:  

•  How did living and teaching in unfamiliar places—particularly the biophysical 

aspects of place that were not dominated by humans—influence me and a few 

other teachers? 

• What were some possible challenges and benefits when teachers tried to expand 

their relationship to their local environments? 

The main objectives of this thesis were: 

• To discover how some other ecologically-minded teachers and I oriented to our 

new biophysical places. 

• To explore how working in unfamiliar places might have influenced our ability to 

teach ecological understanding. 

• To uncover some challenges and benefits of making time and space to foster a 

deeper relationship with new environments and the potential impacts on my own 

and some other teachers’ wellbeing and professional sustainability.  

Background Information 

Research literature suggested that our relationship with, or attachment to, the places we 

lived could be influenced by a variety of factors including personal, sociocultural, physical and 

psychological (Ardoin, 2006; Scannell & Gifford, 2010). Although there were several aspects of 

place attachment, Stedman (2003) suggested that not enough research attention was given to the 
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influence of the physical aspects of place on one’s sense of place. Therefore, I decided to narrow 

the focus of my study to the non-human biophysical components of place because I did not see 

that aspect of my experience clearly represented in the research literature. As a biology teacher 

and environmental educator, I felt that I needed to better understand how I was impacted by 

different biophysical environments. However, I did not entirely exclude the impacts of 

sociocultural factors on my sense of place and I acknowledged them as they arose.   

According to published literature, developing a relationships with biophysical places 

could be important to the development of ecological understanding and might influence how 

people acted towards, or on behalf of, their surroundings (Chawla, 1999, 2015; Louv, 2008; Orr, 

2004; Sampson, 2012; Thomashow, 2002; Wells & Lekies, 2006; Wilson, 1984). In fact, Chawla 

(2006) suggested that adult environmental activism related to childhood experiences, 

opportunities and education that nurtured relationships with biophysical surroundings. Those 

childhood experiences might contribute to the development of an ecological identity, which 

Thomashow (1996) defined as the various ways that humans interpreted themselves in relation to 

the earth.  

As a teacher, I wanted to nourish my students’ sense of place and support the 

development of their ecological identity. However, I also found that it could be difficult to create 

a place-based learning environment in an unfamiliar place. I believed teachers’ relationships to 

their biophysical environments could contribute to their capacity to support the development of 

ecological understanding in their students as teachers might be more likely to see themselves as 

part of their surroundings, rather than as separate from them. Conversely, teachers who had 

minimal knowledge of or connection to the new places where they taught could find it 
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challenging to effectively incorporate meaningful place-based environmental education into their 

classes. 

The potential benefits of teachers developing relationships with their surroundings could 

extend beyond professional practice into their personal wellbeing. Teaching was hard work and 

could be mentally, emotionally and physically draining (Goetz, Becker, Bieg, Keller, Frenzel and 

Hall, 2015). Research supported the importance of teacher mentorship programs to sustain 

teachers, particularly early in their careers (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Kutsyuruba, Godden, & 

Tregunna, 2014). Unfortunately, programs did not appear to account for research identifying 

benefits of spending time in nature for human wellness (Barton & Pretty, 2010; Brymer, 

Cuddihy, & Sharma-Brymer, 2010; Chow & Lau, 2015; Maller, Townsend, Pryor, Brown, & St 

Leger, 2006). My experiences also showed me that schools and teachers were likely to overlook 

the restorative potential of deepening their relationships with their surroundings. I believed 

taking time to develop a relationship with their local surroundings might help teachers restore 

their own emotional reservoirs to sustain the pressures of their profession.  

In this thesis, I explored the influence of orienting to new places on my wellbeing and my 

capacity to be an effective and inspiring environmental educator to the diverse students I teach, 

some of whom are also uprooted from their homelands. My research included my own story as 

well as stories from four other teacher participants. I compared my experiences working in 

unfamiliar places with the experience of other teachers to better understand the influence of non-

built, non-human biophysical places on myself and four of my friends and colleagues. 

In my thesis, autoethnography was both the methodology and the theoretical framework 

for this thesis. Lyotard's (1984) explanation of postmodernism suggested that generalized 

narratives and theories do not effectively explain how we exist within our world. 
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Autoethnography offered the possibility for people to discover and develop their own meaning 

by sharing and reflecting on different lived realities. Through an exploration of my experiences, I 

sought to discover the challenges that arose when I did not allow myself time to connect with my 

biophysical surroundings, as well as possible benefits to my wellbeing when I deepened my 

relationships with the places where I taught. 

My thesis did not follow a strictly traditional format. As an autoethnography, it was 

infused with my voice as researcher and participant. My thesis was not divided into Results and 

Discussion sections because I made sense of my data using narrative storytelling rather than 

thematic analysis. In a narrative analysis, writing was the method and the story was the analysis 

(Phoenix, Smith, & Sparkes, 2010). The story unfolded in five sections. Following the prologue, 

each section was roughly associated with a particular place and the meaning I developed from 

reflecting on my experiences with that place. The story was loosely chronological in order, 

although there were times when I made connections between past and more recent experiences. 

My reflections were interwoven with the words of my participants in a critical exploration of 

how I was influenced by living and teaching in unfamiliar places.  

The experience of researching this topic and building meaning from my experiences 

helped me to better understand my sense of place and the importance of deepening a relationship 

with my surroundings. I hoped my explorations into the influence of place also benefited my 

participants and peers by bringing awareness to the significance of relationships with place. 
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Research Methodology 

Research Design 

My study on the influence of unfamiliar places on teachers followed the qualitative 

methodology of reflexive narrative autoethnography as described by Ellis and Bochner (2000) 

and also considered the autoethnographic approaches outlined by Richardson (2000); Denzin 

(2014); and Adams, Jones, and Ellis (2015). Reflexive narrative autoethnography allowed for an 

in-depth exploration of my own, as well as my participants’ lived experiences working as 

teachers in unfamiliar places. I chose autoethnography because it used the personal and 

emotional to advance a researcher’s understanding of self and culture through its reflexive, 

relational quality that invited readers to become co-participants in the story (Adams et al., 2015; 

Denzin, 2014; Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Ellis and Bochner (2000) described how autoethnography 

allowed researchers to do something meaningful to better understand themselves, while offering 

insight from which others could also learn.  

Another reason I selected reflexive narrative autoethnography was its flexibility. Ellis and 

Bochner (2000) suggested that autoethnography was the convergence of art and science. My 

background—with degrees in marine ecology and English, experience as both a science and 

humanities teacher, and my avocation as an artist—made me well suited to explore my topic 

through autoethnography. I also chose autoethnography because I wanted to do something that 

challenged me academically as well as creatively. Narrative autoethnography pushed me to let go 

of the familiar rules of scientific experimentation and allowed me to be present in my research. I 

was present in this project in two ways: I overtly included my subjective presence and 

perspective as researcher during conversations with study participants and I was also one of the 

participants in the study. Narrative autoethnography also created space for me to engage in 

meaningful reflection about the influence of place on my teaching. 
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Lichtman (2013) identified two methods of analyzing qualitative data: thematic analysis 

and narrative storytelling. I used the narrative approach of data analysis for this thesis. According 

to Lichtman thematic analysis would have limited my ability to fully make sense of my 

qualitative data because it was unlikely that I could accurately and effectively represent the 

thoughts and feelings of my participants with just a few themes. Therefore, this thesis was 

somewhat non-traditional in structure because I attempted to present my findings in the form of a 

narrative with interjections of sense-making. 

According to Adams et al. (2015), the narrative autoethnographic method of exploring 

meaning is grounded in reciprocal relationships in which readers, participants, and researchers 

can be transformed by the process of engaging in the work. In addition, Richardson (2000) writes 

that narrative analyses “may indeed be the most valid and desirable representations, for they 

invite people in; they open spaces for thinking about the social that elude us now” (p. 930). I 

created a reflexive narrative autoethnographical text to offer my readers a view from within the 

experience of teaching in unfamiliar places. Through the experience of reading this thesis, 

readers were invited to engage in what Adams et al. (2015) described as a mutually beneficial 

relationship of self-discovery.  

Phoenix et al. (2010) explained that narrative analysis could involve researchers 

analyzing participant stories for either how stories were told or what stories told us; however, a 

more complete analysis could include researchers as storytellers where self-reflexive writing was 

the method and the story itself became the analysis. Adams et al. (2015) described self-

reflexivity as the back and forth movement between the self and one’s position within culture 

and theory. I understood this to mean that I had to explore my own experiences, try to understand 

them within the greater context of my world and in relation to my participants’ experiences, and 
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share the process of developing meaning with my readers. Self-reflexive writing, thorough field 

notes and intuition, guided my interpretation of data.  

Atkinson and Coffey (as cited in Lichtman, 2013) described how narrative analysis 

allowed for a critical examination of the structures, practices and ideologies of cultures and 

societies, but concluded that there was not one correct way to conduct a narrative analysis. The 

difficulty in choosing narrative analysis was that I could not find any prescribed methods or 

defined rules to conduct such analyses. While the absence of a clear format was challenging, 

Ellis and Bochner (2000) reminded me: “If you’re too bound up with the rules, you won’t do 

anything interesting” (p. 750). However, Clough (as cited in Denzin, 2014) emphasized that 

autoethnographic analysis should incorporate cultural criticism and theoretical reflection so that 

the research contributes to the evolution of cultural understanding by presenting the opportunity 

for re-imagining cultural norms.  

Richardson's (2000) description of the act of writing as a method of inquiry and “a way 

of ‘knowing’—a method of discovery and analysis” (p. 923) was most helpful. Her creative 

analytic practices (CAP) method united two traditionally opposing constructs: the creative and 

the analytic. If performed with the objective of developing meaning, narrative writing and other 

forms of creative expression could be used to create comprehensive understanding from 

qualitative data. Richardson described how fiction-writing techniques were used to “construct 

sequences of events, or “plots,” holding back on interpretation, asking readers to “relive” the 

events emotionally, with the writers” (p. 931).  

I attempted to present my research as a personal story, particularly through my use of 

poetry, from my own perspective using self-reflexive writing to develop a plot. It was also 

important to show readers the meaning I developed from the data in a way that could reach them 
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on emotional, intellectual, and aesthetic levels (Adams et al., 2015; Denzin, 2014; Ellis & 

Bochner, 2000). I tried to ensure that my narrative, in lieu of a more traditional analysis, was 

evocative, expressed my vulnerability, inspired trust and incited an emotional response in my 

readers (Adams et al., 2015; Denzin, 2014; Ellis & Bochner, 2000). I wove the voices of my 

participants in with my interpretations of the commonalities and differences that I uncovered 

(Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011) in a way that I felt accurately represented the experiences of 

my participants. Ultimately, I wanted to create a carefully constructed to and fro between my 

experiences, those of my peers, and the personal and cultural understandings that arose between 

us. 

Lichtman (2013) suggested that as much as I tried to plan for the final product, the 

structure of the narrative would come out of the data that I collected rather than following any 

intended plan. I found this to be true; a story did appear organically after considerable reading 

and note-making. Reflexive narrative autoethnography provided me with valuable insight into 

the influence of unfamiliar non-human environments on teachers and teaching. I hope reading 

this thesis inspires you to reflect on your own experiences as teachers—or simply as people 

living in this complex world—as you relate to the emotions, challenges, experiences and cultural 

critiques I invite you to explore.  

Project Participants 

There were five participants involved in this research. All participants are 

environmentally-minded female teachers. Three participants are former or present colleagues, 

while the fourth is my sister. Following the practice of Pratt (2016), I assigned each participant a 

different color to allow for easy identification of their individual voices within the text. I also 

used Calibri font to denote participants’ words within the text.  
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I, Nicole, am both researcher and participant. I am a secondary science teacher from 

Nelson, British Columbia and currently live in Lake Cowichan, British Columbia. In 

chronological order, I have worked as a teacher in Yellowknife, NWT; Lanciano, Italy; Port 

Hardy, BC and Duncan, BC.  

Christina and I started our teaching careers together in Yellowknife. She had twelve years 

teaching experience at the time of her participation in this study. Christina grew up in an urban 

environment in Regina, SK. I invited her to join the study because we both moved to the NWT at 

the same time and she continues to teach there. I was interested in learning how her relationship 

to place evolved during her twelve years in the North.  

Jody and I formerly worked together in Duncan, BC. She was raised in a suburban 

environment in Wayland, near Boston in Massachusetts. She later lived in the United Kingdom. 

She was an elementary teacher in Massachusetts for six years prior to moving to Vancouver 

Island where she taught for seven years at the time of her participation in this study. I invited her 

to participate because she previously shared her challenges of getting acquainted with her new 

place with me.  

Elisabeth and I are colleagues in Duncan, BC where she is an intermediate school 

teacher. I was interested in learning from Elisabeth’s story as she also started her teaching career 

in the Northwest Territories and eventually returned to her home community of Duncan, BC. 

Elisabeth taught in remote communities in the NWT for three years; in Fort Good Hope for two 

years and in Deline for one. She then moved to Hamilton, ON to teach for another six years 

before returning to teach in Duncan.  

Michelle is my sister and a teacher at the beginning of her career. She taught in a nature 

kindergarten program on Vancouver Island for her practicum before moving to urban centers in 
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in King’s Lynn, England for six months before moving to Pamplona, Spain where she taught for 

one year at the time of her participation in this study. I invited her to participate because I was 

interested in how her experiences in unfamiliar places compared to mine since she was raised in 

the same biophysical and socio-cultural environment I was. 

I offered my participants the possibility of anonymity, but they were all comfortable 

sharing their names in this text. I gave them the option of reading the field notes, transcripts and 

my interpretations with the choice to remove themselves from the study at that point. All 

participants declined the offer. After that point, I offered participants the opportunity to read the 

narrative text, and provide feedback or alternative interpretations, but they were no longer able to 

withdraw from the study. All participants declined to read or offer feedback. However, they 

expressed trust in my interpretation of the data and interest in reading my final published thesis.  

Data Collection 

My method of data collection followed the recommendations of Ellis and Bochner (2000) 

as well as Richardson's (2000) creative analytic practice (CAP). My data collection consisted of 

four parts: field notes on my past experiences; video-recorded and transcribed interviews with 

participants; post-interview reflections, and CAP note-taking. Field notes included writing and 

painting memories of the places where I lived and taught. My memories involved experiences 

with both the human and non-human worlds as I recalled the development of my relationships 

with new places and compared them to my sense of place in childhood and adolescence. While 

chronology served as a means of organizing memories, I was not rigid in my chronological 

approach since my memories did not always appear in a chronological order. In fact, my memory 

from one particular place often initiated a memory from another experience. I allowed myself to 

freely flow between those experiences.  
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Although I tried to be honest with myself as I recalled my past experiences, I also 

recognized the fluidity of memory. In their research on autobiographical memory, St. Jacques, 

Szpunar, and Schacter (2017) explained how people could remember their experiences 

differently when they were given different visual cues from the experience that initiated the 

memory. That did not mean that people could not learn from their memories, only that it was 

important to acknowledge that they represented only one of many possible versions of the 

experience. I accessed my memories using the technique of emotional recall to return to each 

place where I lived and attempted to relive the emotions, physical experiences and vulnerabilities 

of those places. It was important to give attention to my emotions when I reflected on my work 

to access my memories and understand the influence of my experiences in the different places I 

lived. I explored my past with honest intentions and recalled my experiences to the best of my 

ability.  

My thesis process involved trying to write every day and re-read my previous day’s 

writing to initiate my next memory. I used both prose and poetry, although I found poetry was 

often my starting point. I painted when I felt the memories and experiences were better expressed 

through image, or that painting would enhance my memory. I reflected on the experience of 

painting my memories after and sometimes even while painting. In addition, I viewed old 

photographs to emotionally connect with my past and “return” me to my previous places and 

experiences. Field notes provided me with some of the material from which I constructed the 

autoethnographic story of living and teaching in unfamiliar places that slowly become familiar. 

I collected additional data by interviewing and video-recording four other participants 

and reflecting on the interviews. Two interviews were conducted via one-on-one Skype 

conversations because of the distant location of participants. The other two interviews were 
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conducted in person at mutually agreed upon times and locations. Due to my familiarity with all 

participants, I originally planned to conduct the interviews as semi-structured conversations that 

began with a SQUIN (Single Question aimed at Inducing Narrative) from Wengraf's (2007) 

Biographic-Narrative Interview Method (BNIM) of interviewing, but made room for 

conversation. However, I quickly discovered that my participants had a great deal to share in 

response to the SQUIN (see Appendix C for SQUIN).  

Therefore, I ended up loosely following Wengraf's BNIM technique. I let my participants 

share their stories uninterrupted, even if I did not feel what they were sharing was relevant to my 

study to avoid influencing or distracting them from their reflection. During the interviews, I took 

notes and used those notes to guide my questioning after my participants were finished sharing. I 

also made room for conversation after my participants’ responses to the initial SQUIN. Allowing 

the discussion to take its own course provided the space for rich and meaningful descriptions and 

insights to arise spontaneously. Ellis (2004) suggested that making space for conversation could 

allow a collaborative interview process that deepened and broadened mutual understanding. The 

conversations did not end with the interviews. With the permission of participants, I contacted 

them several times throughout the writing process to seek clarification or gain additional insight.  

Following Richardson's (2000) creative analytic practice method of writing as inquiry, 

the framework for making sense of my data began with data collection. The CAP method 

involved three categories of writing: observation notes, personal notes, and theoretical notes. 

The first two different categories of writing contributed to the data I collected, while the third 

category, theoretical notes, constituted the foundation of my data analysis, as described in the 

“Data Analysis” section. According to Richardson, observation notes were sensory-based. They 

consisted of field notes on my past experiences and reflections on my paintings, poetry or prose, 
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as well as reflections on video-recorded conversations with participants. The observation notes 

were accurate, detailed, and concrete. The emotion-based personal notes were my responses to 

the experience of conducting my research. Richardson suggested that personal notes could 

provide a wealth of understanding and potential hypotheses and I found they helped me to 

identify factors that were influencing my way of knowing. 

Data Analysis 

I transcribed all interviews using MAXQDA. All field notes and paper with interview 

data were stored in a locked cabinet. All electronic data was stored on an encrypted hard drive 

and a password-protected computer.  

The decision to transcribe was difficult for me. I chose to use MAXQDA software 

because it offered the capability to record memos or code directly on video. I found memo-taking 

and analyzing directly on the video data to be much more powerful than transcribing. Working 

directly with video data helped me to remain close to my data and the experience of the 

interview. Nevertheless, I reluctantly chose to digitally transcribe my data because I was unable 

to find sufficient supporting precedent for qualitative research that did not involve transcription. 

However, I regret transcribing for two reasons: it was an ineffective use of time and I felt it took 

me further away from the data, rather than bringing me closer to it. After transcribing, I began to 

apply memos to my data. Yet, I found myself reading the text and continually needing to return 

to the video to replay and re-listen to the interviews.  

I do not think that transcribing full interviews added richness to my research. Modern 

software technology is designed to be able to effectively analyze qualitative data without 

transcribing full interviews. Instead, memos should be applied directly to video. Birks, Chapman, 

and Francis (2008) described how written memos allowed researchers to create maps to record 
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the progression of research activity, to extract meaning from the data, and to provide a record of 

the thought-processes that could be used by the researcher to develop meaning and also identify 

how meaning was constructed. During the process of memo-taking, the sections of data that were 

identified as valuable or relevant could be transcribed as needed to clarify meaning and to use for 

quotations.  

I continued to follow Richardson's (2000) CAP method of writing as inquiry with 

thought-based theoretical notes. Those notes helped me to construct my analysis—my 

development of meaning—from my data. According to Richardson, theoretical notes were 

“hunches, hypotheses, poststructuralist connections, critiques of what I [was] 

doing/thinking/seeing” (p. 941). I created my theoretical notes by critically reading my 

observation notes, personal notes and transcripts. The critical reviews helped me to identify 

commonalities and differences that existed between my own experiences and those of my 

participants. The theoretical notes were not directly quoted in the thesis; instead, I used all three 

types of notes (observation, personal and theoretical) as the basis for constructing the narrative 

storyline that presented my understanding of the influence of unfamiliar places on teaching and 

teachers. 

I appreciated the flexibility of form that accompanied the open-endedness of a narrative 

analysis, and yet I found it challenging. It was much harder to sit with myself during extended 

periods of self-reflexivity than I expected. It was not an easy process as I constantly second-

guessed my writing for fear of being overly autobiographical and not stepping outside myself to 

critically analyze the experience.  
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Delimitations and Limitations 

The intention of this study was to explore and gain meaning from my own lived 

experience as an ecologically-minded teacher who lived and taught in several different places, 

using the stories of other four participants to both mirror and to help me search for meaning in 

my own experiences. All participants had some degree of interest in environmental and/or place-

based education. The reason for this delimitation was to narrow my research to focus on how 

teaching in new places influenced teachers, like me, who already recognized the relationship 

between connection to place and environmental concern. While I made the assumption that these 

teachers were more likely to experience the effects of changing natural places, I recognized that 

teachers with less interest in environmental education could also be impacted by moving to 

different places. While I focused the thesis on semi-rural teaching, participants originated from 

both urban and semi-rural places. I think urban teachers might also develop meaning from this 

research, even if it is to question their own experiences in relation to mine and my participants.  

The dependence on memory could be considered a limitation of this study. While I made 

every attempt to remember past experiences honestly, I acknowledged that memory was fluid 

and subjective. Ellis and Bochner (2000) described how the telling of any experience would 

always offer only part of a truth, since each of us brought a different set of reference points and 

experiences from which we developed meaning. Likewise, our memories only offered part of the 

story as they were altered by all experiences that followed. The small sample size of the study, 

five participants including myself as researcher-participant, could also be viewed as a limitation. 

However, Richardson (2000) explained that autoethnography was founded in postmodernism, 

which “allows us to know ‘something’ without claiming to know everything” (p. 928). While I 

could not validly generalize participants’ experiences to those of all teachers, I offered a 
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reflection on the experience of a few teachers so that others could relate to some of the 

experiences and expand their own understanding of themselves and their profession.  

Trustworthiness and Credibility 

Ellis and Bochner (2000) clearly delineated the role of validity, reliability and 

generalizability in autoethnography. Reliability, in the traditional research sense, could be 

applied to autoethnography because a person’s lived experiences were not replicable (Ellis & 

Bochner 2000). However, my teaching experiences, while unique to me, had elements that were 

relatable to other teachers, and to the teaching profession in general. In addition, others outside 

the teaching profession could gain a new understanding of their own sense of place, or of the 

challenges faced by teachers who moved from one place to another. My research could also 

contribute to a cultural shift in how teachers are perceived within particular societies. I invite 

others to deepen their own insights and question some previously unexamined assumptions as 

they read my narrative. 

In terms of validity and generalizability, Ellis and Bochner (2000) insisted that it was my 

duty, as researcher, to present work that made every attempt at verisimilitude. That is, for my 

work to have credibility, I had to create something that was believable. I tried to engage the 

readers in the experiences I shared in the text, while I also offered them an opportunity to 

enhance their understanding of themselves and their experiences. However, it was possible and 

necessary to include validity checks that ensured the creation of an honest and trustworthy piece 

of research. I performed validity checks in three ways (Ellis & Bochner, 2000): 

1. I was open and honest in writing about my experiences and committed to writing truthfully 

even if it was difficult to share. Exposing my vulnerabilities helped to ensure the validity of 

my research by providing an honest, authentic account of the experiences. I was also explicit 
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with my own sense-making process, so readers could see that my interpretation of data was 

unavoidably shaped by my cultural context. 

2. I included other voices in the narrative to expand the research beyond my personal 

experiences and avoided being overly autobiographical. I allowed readers to witness my self-

reflexivity—my willingness to be open to the possibility of multiple interpretations (Adams 

et al., 2015) in a variety of genres. Conversations with other participants provided me with 

different perspectives so I could develop a more complex depiction of the influence of place 

on teachers and teaching. Richardson (2000) referred to the inclusion of multiple forms of 

data and the use of mixed-genre texts as crystallization, rather than the more common 

triangulation. Richardson explained that triangulation was not adequate because experiences 

could be interpreted and explored from more than three sides. The multi-dimensional and 

potentially expanding structure of a crystal was a metaphorical representation of our 

recognition that “we know there is always more to know” (p. 934).  

3. I considered relational ethics, which were particularly important given that participants are 

friends or family (Adams et al., 2015). I recognized the importance of establishing a 

mutualistic relationships with my participants (Tracy, 2010). Therefore, I offered them the 

opportunity to read my notes and completed work, so they could confer, add, exclude, or 

offer alternative comments.  

Maintaining the ethical integrity of the research and written work was intrinsic to 

preserving the quality of my autoethnography. Therefore, I altered names, locations and 

identifying characteristics, or I excluded memories from my narrative to ensure privacy of 

individuals that appeared in my memories or the memories of my other participants but whom I 

was unable be unable to contact for consent. 
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Literature Review 

The following is an overview of some ideas that influenced and provided a foundation for 

my evolving understanding of how a teacher’s awareness of and connection to nature can 

influence teaching. While not all of this literature appeared in the body of my thesis, it was 

included in this section because it contributed to my process of making sense of my own and my 

participants’ relationships to our places.  

I explored the postmodern framework that influenced my research to determine how it 

related to ecopsychology and my understanding of my participants’ and my experiences. To 

better comprehend some of the ideological underpinning of concepts related to my research, I 

evaluated different philosophical interpretations of the relationship between nature and place. I 

attempted to understand the theoretical components of sense of place by reviewing research on 

place identity, place attachment, and place dependence. In addition, I reviewed place-based 

educational research to determine what others suggested about the role of non-human places in 

learning, teaching, and our ability to develop ecological understanding. However, to fully 

understand the influence of place on teachers and teaching, I also investigated the emotional 

challenges that teachers faced, as well as the factors that might have contributed to teacher 

attrition. Finally, research that related spending time in nature to increasing wellbeing helped to 

expand my understanding of the potential benefits to ecologically-minded teachers and their 

students when teachers developed positive, meaningful relationships with local biophysical 

environments.  

Ecopsychology and Postmodernism 

While trying to make sense of the influence of moving to different places on teachers, I 

worried about overanalyzing my own and my participants’ experiences. My data was based on 

memory and was already an abstraction from participants’ lived experiences. Therefore, I feared 
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that I would risk losing meaning if theoretical analysis took me too far from the actual 

experiences with which those memories were associated. Pickering and Barton (1995) explained 

that modernist psychology was a parts-oriented reductionist approach that focused on isolating 

and analyzing the pieces of the psyche to try to understand their influence. Conversely, they 

described postmodern psychology as a pluralistic, organic, systems-based, process-oriented, 

creative field of study that explored emergence and self-awareness. In that field of study, the 

possibility of multiple ways of interpreting the world co-existed and did not deny one another. 

Postmodern psychology was about allowing for objectivity in parentheses; the possibility that 

there were not only different ways of perceiving our interactions with the world, but that they 

simultaneously existed and were all valid  (Maturana & Poerksen, 2004). That view of 

postmodern psychology led me to ecopsychology. 

There seemed to be two different camps within the field of ecopsychology. Kahn Jr. and 

Hasbach (2012) described ecopsychology as a study of the human psyche within the ecological 

context of our world. Kahn Jr. and Hasbach explained how ecopsychology was born of the 

postmodern counter-culture movement and spoke to “the primacy of human-nature 

connectedness for personal fulfillment, political sanity, and environmental sustainability” (p. 7). 

Kahn Jr. and Hasbach also argued that the ecopsychology movement could extend too far in its 

rejection of the culture of science and technology. Kahn Jr. and Hasbach were involved in 

bringing ecopsychology closer to the scientific worldview. This movement attempted to merge 

an evidence-based research approach that followed the scientific method with concepts such as 

self-awareness that were more difficult, although not necessarily impossible, to quantify.  

Similarly, Fisher (2013) suggested ecopsychology was at a crossroads between a holistic 

radical path and more individualistic mainstream path. However, he said that “we need an 
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approach that appeals to us as whole people: that speaks to our hearts, not just our fears, asks 

what it means to be human on a living earth, and addresses our whole social-historical situation” 

(p. 171). Fisher believed that all species could benefit from some humans making a fundamental 

shift toward a more radical and holistic field of study. That could overcome the false dichotomies 

indicative of mainstream psychology: the psyche and nature, and the psyche and the social 

world. Fisher's analysis caused me to consider the possibility that my exploration of the influence 

of place was likely going to require me to look beyond the more mainstream forms of research 

with which I was familiar. I realized that I needed to look deep within my own psyche to 

discover what I could do to surrender to the beauty around and within me, regardless of where I 

happened to be. 

A search for ecopsychology that spoke to the heart led me to Macy and Brown (2014). 

They were part of a postmodernist movement in ecopsychology that embedded understanding in 

pluralistic systems thinking. Macy and Brown suggested that the pain and despair associated 

with environmental destruction were related to our connectivity with all living beings and 

reframed the pain as an opportunity to act. They also showed how a radical application of 

ecopsychology could allow us to develop a richer understanding of ourselves. Macy and Brown 

suggested that, “to be conscious in our world today is to be aware of vast suffering and 

unprecedented peril” (p. 20). They went on to explain “that pain is the price of consciousness in 

a threatened and suffering world. It is not only natural; it is an absolutely necessary component 

of collective healing” (p. 21).  

Macy and Brown helped me realize that to be well, I needed to allow myself to 

experience both pain and joy. I recognized the importance of acknowledging my emotions. It 

was important for me to let myself feel the sadness I felt for the wild salmon whose stream dried 
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up after another summer of drought. I also realized it was equally important for me to 

acknowledge my emotions—positive or negative—that resulted from moving from place to place 

so that I could better understand my own relationship to my biophysical places and use what I 

learned to help my students understand that they were a part of a greater living system.  

The Problem with Nature 

Initially, I wanted to explore the influence of teaching in unfamiliar natural places on 

teachers. However, I quickly learned that the terms nature and natural would be problematic. 

Nature is a common vernacular for referring to non-human natural places and was used by my 

participants. However, using the term, nature, had the potential to create a dichotomy separating 

the natural—non-human—and non-natural—human sociocultural—aspects of our world. 

Conservation biologist and naturalist, John Livingston's (1994) work, Rogue Primate, introduced 

me to the idea of the domesticated human species—one that is a part of “biological processes, 

yet not of Nature” (p. 7) because of a human cultural drive to dominate and even escape nature 

and natural processes. He identified a clear separation between humans of his time and all other 

organisms and life processes. He concluded that the global environmental issues we face are 

rooted in this perceived disconnect. Although the nature-human dichotomy is prevalent across 

many cultures, and many aspects of human culture attempt to isolate our species from nature, we 

cannot consider ourselves separate from nature because, like all other organisms, humans are 

natural beings. 

In a discussion on environmental ethics, Lamb (1996) also identified the problematic use 

of nature and suggested that naming ‘nature’ as separate from human inherently applied a value 

to nature that was polarizing and ultimately led to conflict between human-centered and life-

centered theorists over which held greatest value: human or non-human aspects of the world. 
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Vogel (2011) also expressed concern about the problematic use of nature to propagate the idea 

of humans as separate and superior “that somehow transcend the natural” (p. 96). I recognized 

that I lived in a society where humans were often recognized as separate from nature. In my 

world, there were daily real-life consequences for non-human organisms because there were 

economic and sociocultural systems that valued humans over non-humans. While it was difficult 

to avoid using nature to mean other-than-human, because it was such common practice, I 

realized that avoiding the human-nature dichotomy could contribute to a paradigm shift towards 

a world where more humans recognized themselves as a part of nature, rather than separate from 

nature. For simplicity’s sake, and to maintain cohesion with the participants’ language, I 

occasionally used the term nature to mean other-than-human, while I simultaneously recognized 

that it was impossible for humans to be separate from nature as we were natural beings.  

Sense of Place 

In my review of literature related to human sense of place—our understanding of and 

relationship to place—I realized the complexity of trying to understand ourselves in the context 

of place. Kudryavtsev, Stedman, and Krasny (2012) suggested two aspects of sense of place: 

“place attachment reflects how strongly people are attracted towards places, while place meaning 

describes the reason for this attraction” (p. 233). Cleary, Fielding, Bell, Murray, and Roiko 

(2017) included place attachment, or our emotional connection to place, as a key component of 

sense of place. They helped me understand place meaning by identifying two ways through 

which we developed meaning: place identity, or our cognitive connection to place, and place 

dependence, which was our reliance on place.  

Place identity. Sense of place was particularly challenging to articulate. People were not 

necessarily cognizant of the multitude of factors that contributed to their place identity. How I 
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identified myself in relation to place depended on my depth of knowledge as well as the type of 

emotional interactions I had with my places. Worster and Abrams (2005) suggested that both 

knowledge and experience were important to place identity. They also found that meaningful, 

and sometimes spiritual, interactions with the people, physical environments, and other species 

in our places, contributed to a strong sense of place. However, there was also the possibility that 

a sense of place could be altered by negative associations with place (Clayton, 2003; Madgin, 

Bradley, & Hastings, 2016; Manzo, 2003). One of my most powerful memories from living in 

Port Coquitlam was of my seven-year old self watching a video in school that warned of 

strangers who might try to kidnap me from the adjacent park. That was the first time in my life 

that the outdoors did not feel safe. Both positive and negative interactions could affect and 

modify my sense of place Understanding my sense of place depended on my ability to 

understand how I was shaped by my past experiences, while simultaneously recognizing that my 

sense of place would be impacted by future interactions with my world.  

Place attachment. My deep attachment for Nelson made me want to understand how 

others interpreted place attachment. Like (Cleary et al., 2017) Scannell and Gifford (2010) 

identified an emotional basis for place attachment, which they described as “the bonding that 

occurs between individuals and their meaningful environments” (p. 1). Following a thorough 

review of place attachment research, Scannell and Gifford attempted to connect all aspects of 

place attachment using a three-dimensional framework for place attachment: person (individual 

and cultural), place (social and physical) and psychological process (affect, cognition and 

behavior). Their framework appeared simple but was quite complex because it highlighted the 

role of culture and history while recognizing that individual experiences also influence 

attachment to place. I discovered that my attachment to place was not only influenced by the 
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non-human environments (Albrecht, 2006; Kyle, Graefe, Manning, & Bacon, 2004; Williams & 

Vaske, 2003), but also built environments (Madgin et al., 2016; Milligan, 1998) in the places I 

lived. Gifford and Scannell's (2010) framework also recognized that emotions were integral to 

relationship to place, but memory and knowledge, as well as proximity to places, also influenced 

attachment to place.  

While Gifford and Scannell's framework offered a holistic interpretation of place 

attachment, it seemed to separate components that should not be distinct. Their framework was 

designed with three components—person, place and psychological process—as branches that 

extended from place attachment. I thought it made more sense to overlay those three components 

in a Venn diagram that positioned place attachment at the intersection of person, place and 

process because that was where all three converged to make meaning.  

Although Ardoin's (2006) framework shared similar aspects of place attachment with 

Gifford and Scannell's (2010), Ardoin's focused on the interconnectedness of the different 

aspects of relationship with place. It included four interacting dimensions: psychological, 

relating to how individuals experienced, identified with, and attached to places; sociocultural, 

the community context for experiences with places; political economic, how our political 

boundaries and scale of economic interactions contextualized our relationship with our places; 

and biophysical, including non-human and built environments that created a physical context for 

experience in the other three dimensions. Ardoin (2006) cautioned against placing higher 

significance on one aspect of sense of place over another as that could limit the ability to 

comprehend something as multi-dimensional as sense of place. I was interested in the impact of 

new biophysical places—the local non-human dominated species and spaces—on my sense of 

place after moving. However, I took heed of Ardoin's (2006) recommendation not to value some 
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aspects of place attachment over others since meaning could be found at the intersection of the 

different aspects of place. Therefore, I tried not to exclude the psychological, sociocultural, or 

political economic aspects of place; instead, I allowed them to surface as they would.  

Another aspect of place attachment I explored was the idea of rootedness. Hidalgo and 

Hernandez (2001) suggested place attachment related to residence or proximity to a place. 

Likewise, Orr (2004) proposed that rootedness in place was critical for fully experiencing 

biophilia. Although I am not sure that Wilson (1984) would agree. Wilson described his theory 

of biophilia as the deep emotional connection humans had to the non-human species in their 

environment. Although Wilson suggested that humans came to value themselves and other 

organisms more as their understanding for species increased, he also noted that humans had a 

penchant for exploring. Although rootedness could contribute to a deep understanding of local 

species, moving provided opportunities to explore, discover and develop emotional connections 

to organisms or places. 

Daniel (2007) argued that rootedness was not essential for place attachment and provided 

the example that “long-term association with a place no more guarantees good stewardship than 

a long-term marriage guarantees a loving and responsible relationship” (p. 163). Ardoin (2006) 

also cautioned against viewing rootedness in a single physical location as the only method of 

deepening sense of place.  In fact, some unfamiliar places might offer a deeper sense of biophilia 

than the places people call home. I only spent short amounts of time in Maui, but while I sat on 

the ocean floor and listened to the singing of the male humpback whales, I experienced a deep 

and powerful love for the whales and Maui even though I was only a visitor. My attachment to 

Maui aligned with Tuan's (1974) description of topophilia—the human ability to bond to local 

places—as an evolutionary adaptation. Unlike Orr’s need for rootedness, Tuan suggested the 
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desire to develop a deep connection to place was linked to the ability of humans to survive in 

different environments.  

Place dependence. Place dependence was also key to sense of place. Individuals relied 

on the attributes of their places to support their life goals or allow them to participate in activities 

that brought them joy or satisfaction (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001; Shumaker & Stokols (as cited 

by Gifford & Scannell, 2010)). I felt dependent on my surroundings for my wellbeing and 

struggled for balance in my life when my access to non-human environments was limited. Yet, I 

knew that not everyone felt the same way as me.  

Place-based Education 

Place-based education is learning that is anchored in local ecological and social issues 

and focused on developing understanding through real-world learning experiences (Sobel, 2008, 

"Chapter 10: Prelude"). Research supported what I observed through experience: place-based 

learning provided context for students that engages and allows for greater depth of understanding 

of new ideas and concepts (Ernst & Monroe, 2006; Freeman & Semken, 2008; Lieberman & 

Hoody, 1998; Rahm, 2002; Warren, Ballenger, Ogonowski, Rosebery, & Hudicourt-Barnes, 

2001; Worster & Abrams, 2005). Many writers also agreed that spending time in non-human 

places was important in the development of ecological ethics in young people and adults 

(Chawla, 1998, 1999, 2015; Gruenewald & Smith, 2014; Louv, 2008; Khazian, Schultz, Shriver, 

& Tabanico, 2004; Sobel, 1996; Lekies & Wells, 2006). However, time spent in their 

surroundings was not enough for young people to develop environmental ethics and act to defend 

or protect the non-human components of their world. Chawla (2006) explained that young people 

also needed significant adults to foster their relationship with their surroundings. Therefore, to 
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help my students develop environmental ethics, I needed to carefully consider how to nurture my 

students’ relationships to their surroundings.  

Thomashow (2002) identified place-based education as the foundation for environmental 

education. He offered four components of educating for global environmental change: 1) the 

ability to interpret change was dependent on the development of one’s ecological identity and 

local understanding of place; 2) developing one’s relationship to place could allow an individual 

to look beyond their place to discover relationships between that place and other places; 3) 

awareness and understanding of larger biosphere changes could result from considering the time 

and space of those changes and how they related to one’s place; and 4) perceiving the biosphere 

resulted from developing ecological understanding, imagination, and spirituality. Thomashow’s 

work reinforced my need to explore my sense of place. I could not contribute to transformational 

change in the way my students related to their place until I clearly understood my own sense of 

place.  

Research was beginning to focus on place-based professional development and training 

for teachers. For example, Meichtry and Smith (2007) examined how place-based professional 

development opportunities for teachers could improve effective place-based education for 

students, and produce positive changes in environmental attitudes of teacher participants. Chinn 

(2011) noted the transformative potential of place-based professional development on science 

curricula when teachers were provided with opportunities to learn local and indigenous 

traditional knowledge that could help them to strengthen their own personal sense of place. 

However, my own experiences and the limited field of study suggested significant work needed 

to take place before attention to teachers’ sense of place became a major focus within teacher 

education and professional development. 
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The Emotional Work of Teaching 

Teaching was emotional work, yet there were only a few times in my career when my 

school or district expressed explicit concern for the emotional health of teachers. In their work 

exploring the reasons why Canadian teachers leave the profession, Karsenti and Collin (2013) 

found that teaching involved considerable job-related stress. Research suggested that emotional 

exhaustion was a major cause of teacher burnout (Anderson & Iwanicki, 1984; Antoniou, 

Ploumpi, & Ntalla, 2013) and that emotional exhaustion could negatively impact student 

motivation and learning, indicating a need to improve working conditions and stress 

management programs (Shen et al. 2015). Mentorship programs were one method that some 

schools, like my school in Yellowknife, used to support new teachers. Ingersoll and Strong 

(2011) found teacher induction, or mentorship, programs to be one of the most effective 

strategies in reducing teacher attrition. However, (Kutsyuruba et al., 2014) noted that mentorship 

programs could vary greatly across Canada from simple handouts to full mentorship including 

cultural and place-based programs. While my program in Yellowknife did not involve a formal 

induction into the culture of my new community and place, my mentor helped me to navigate the 

culture of my school and provided me with emotional support during my first year of teaching. 

Emotional support was important for teachers whether they were new to the profession, or new 

to their place.  

Emotions were also important to consider when trying to understand teachers’ 

relationships to new places. Hargreaves (1998) clarified the role of emotions in teaching. He 

identified four points of consideration based on Denzin's (1984) ideas of emotional practice, 

emotional understanding and moral purpose, as well as Hochschild's (1993) concept of emotional 

labor: 1) teaching was an emotional practice, 2) teaching and learning involved emotional 
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understanding, 3) teaching was a form of emotional labor, and 4) teachers’ emotions were 

inseparable from their moral purposes and their ability to achieve those purposes. Hargreaves 

(1998) suggested the act of teaching “activates, colors and expresses teachers’ own feelings, and 

the actions in which those feelings are embedded” (p. 838), while also initiating a similar 

emotional response in students. Yet, he explained how a high level of emotional labor was 

required in teaching because teachers often had to pretend to express emotions they might not be 

actively feeling to encourage particular feelings from their students. For example, if I was tired 

or sick, I might feel the need to suppress my feeling and act energetic or healthy to motivate my 

students and maintain an effective learning environment. Denying my feelings places an 

enormous emotional demand on me because I am acting in opposition to the naturally emotional 

practice of teaching.  

Teaching is emotionally demanding and it could be unhealthy to suppress emotions. 

Goetz et al. (2015) suggested that emotional exhaustion could contribute to an increase in 

negative feelings about teaching, which could lead to physical health problems and teacher 

attrition. Yin (2015) found that teaching satisfaction improved significantly when teachers were 

able to express the emotions they felt.  Similarly, Macy and Brown (2014) explained the 

potential outcome of suppressing feelings. 

Many peace and environmental advocates carry a heavy burden of knowledge. . . . They 

take little or no time to honor their feelings, much less mourn. In their role as mobilizers 

of the public will, they may feel they can’t ‘let their hair down’ and expose the extent of 

their own distress. The consequent and continual repression of feelings takes a toll on 

their energies that leave them vulnerable to bitterness, depression, exhaustion and illness. 

(p. 22) 
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I related to the exhaustion and depression that Macy and Brown (2014) described and it 

worried me. I tried not to overwhelm my students with my immense despair for environmental 

degradation and the consequences of climate change. This did not mean that I hid all of my 

emotions from them when we were study challenging issues, but I did not reveal the depth of my 

sadness and occasional sense of hopelessness. I did not want my students to feel the same level 

of despair as me because I feared it would cause them to surrender in emotional defeat before 

they had a chance to take action on behalf of themselves and their fellow species. I did not want 

my students to give up, but I also wanted to maintain my energy so that I could continue to 

engage and inspire them.  

In so many classroom experiences, the success of lessons often depended on successful 

modeling by the teacher. In a student-centered case study, Zembylas (2013) described the 

effectiveness of modeling critical emotional reflexivity, or opening oneself up to the 

vulnerability of expressing emotional responses to controversial issues. Teachers could 

effectively foster activism and critical reflection in their students by modeling their own 

vulnerabilities when responding to and critically analyzing global issues. If modeling behavior 

and emotion was critical to student success, then teachers should be allowed to model negative 

emotions as well as positive ones. By modeling a range of emotions, teachers could show their 

students that it was okay to have and express different emotions. If they understood the 

importance of developing their own wellbeing, then they could also help their students find 

healthy ways to cope with their emotions, such as taking action on environmental issues that 

caused them anger or sadness.  
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Biophysical Places and Wellbeing  

While the challenges to teacher wellbeing were well documented, there was limited 

literature exploring a possible relationship between non-human biophysical places and the 

wellbeing of teachers. However, my own experiences told me that time spent in my surroundings 

helped me to manage my stress and left me feeling more peaceful and alive. Research indicated 

that time spent in biophysical surroundings was important to mental and physical health 

(Chawla, 2015) and could offer powerful healing potential for mental health (Maller et al., 2006). 

Time spent in nature and nature-based physical activity was also shown to improve mood and 

self-esteem (Barton & Pretty, 2010), reduce mental fatigue (Brymer et al., 2010) and restore 

attention and the ability to self-regulate (Chow & Lau, 2015).  

While Robinson (2009, 2010) did not speak directly to the relationship between 

biophysical places and wellbeing, he did suggest a relationship between people engaging in their 

passions and mental wellness. Some of my passions were painting, paddling and hiking. When I 

painted, time became insignificant as I felt myself fully opening my senses to the world around 

me and living in the moment of experience. Csikszentmihalyi (2014) described my deep 

engagement in activities for which I was skilled and passionate as “peak experiences” referred to 

as “flow experiences.” Such experiences were capable of taking me away from the troubles or 

challenges in my world. I had similar feelings when my canoe cut through the water on an 

evening paddle, or as I walked through the woods after a morning rainfall. I think part of the 

struggle that I faced when I moved somewhere new was making time for my passions and taking 

opportunities to be present in the moment by opening my senses to the world around me. 

Teaching was intense, but when I moved somewhere that also has a different curriculum and few 
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resources, it could be almost overwhelming. It became difficult to find spare moments just to 

breathe and experience the joy of being present in my new place. 
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Prologue 

Where are you from? 

I am not sure.  

I am anadromous. 

 

I know where to return. 

 

Where are you from? 

From the fresh mountain waters. 

Yet, also from the sea. 

Were you ever asked, “Where are you from?” and did not know how to answer? I always 

struggled to answer that question. I was not sure if I should have responded with where I lived at 

that moment and ignore all the places that contributed to who I was. I usually wanted to answer 

with my place of birth, where I originally came “from,” but that had the potential to confuse or 

mislead the questioner. For some, the question could be a matter of common courtesy; a social 

greeting. However, how the question was asked, and what was expected in response, reflected 

the relationship of people and their places. The uncertainty of my response mirrored my own 

struggle with place.  

A recent professional development workshop reminded me of the Coast Salish tradition 

where a person introduced themselves by acknowledging the territory and family lineage to 

which they belonged. An Elder explained how that introduction allowed others to know who the 

person was in relation to their own families, communities and location. I found this form of 

introduction powerful. It contextualized people by sharing their relationships to the places from 

which they came and the places where they currently were. It also highlighted the increasingly 

complex relationships to place that some people could have when not fixed to their ancestral 

lands.  
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Hello, my name is Nicole Lorusso. I was born in a small city in the wilds of southwestern 

British Columbia called Nelson, BC. I am from the Selkirk Mountains where the grizzlies 

roam, and the waters of the mighty Kootenay River where the Kokanee swim. I am from 

the Marions and Pattons of Nelson via Lethbridge by way of Ireland, England, France, 

and the United Stated of America, and the Lorussos and Maglios of Nelson via the 

southern Italian towns of Modugno and Avellino. My immediate family can be found in 

Nelson, Port Coquitlam, and Pamplona, Spain. My extended family resides in British 

Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Ontario, Quebec, The Northwest Territories, the 

United States of America, Italy, Scotland, and Bermuda. I have come to you by way of 

Nelson, Whistler, Port Coquitlam, Victoria, Cranbrook and Kimberley, Yellowknife 

(NWT), Lanciano (Italy), Port Hardy, and Duncan. I now live in Lake Cowichan, the land of 

cougars and the headwaters of the renowned Cowichan River where some salmon still 

come home to spawn.  

As I wrote this introduction, tears welled in my eyes and a lump grew in my throat. My 

feelings were not caused by the scattering of my family, although it would be untruthful to 

ignore the possible impact of such a dispersal on me. I think my tears were for the longing I felt 

for the land; not the buildings that sat upon the land, but the mountains, the flowers, and the 

wildlife of my childhood. The lump in my throat grew from my desire to immerse myself in the 

Kootenay Lake’s dark shades of green. Trigger (2008) suggested that some people felt so deeply 

connected to their childhood places that the places could be referred to as their primal landscape. 

Ardoin (2006) might classify the place I longed for as my biophysical home, while Scannell and 

Gifford (2010) may explain my feelings toward my home as a reflection of my deep attachment 

to my place. Although I longed for the feeling of oneness that I experienced when I was in the 
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place of my childhood, I wanted to develop a similarly strong sense of place in my new 

locations. 

My Beginnings 

I grew up with a powerful connection to my place and a strong desire to protect the non-

human components of my world. I was fortunate to be raised in the ecologically-minded 

community of Nelson, BC, where I spent much of my time immersed in the surrounding lakes 

and mountains. My love for the plants and animals around me emerged from my wonder for the 

richness of my environment. I spent countless hours cultivating an intimate understanding of and 

deep emotional connection to my place through painting. I remember my parents paddling me to 

my favorite spot at the mouth of Kokanee Creek where the icy glacier waters flowed into the 

Kootenay River. They dropped me off with my prized possession, a portable easel, and left me to 

relish in the beauty of my home while I painted the place that I loved. My curiosity for the 

relationships I observed while I painted and explored eventually led me to undergraduate studies 

in ecology. My ecological ethic and my understanding that humans were an integral part of the 

natural world rather than separate from it, were the result of my experiences growing up in 

Nelson. 

My personal experiences deeply connected me to my environment and to Nelson. 

However, I think a multi-generational familial knowledge of Nelson also fortified my 

relationship with my childhood place. Compared to the Ktunaxa or Sinixt First Nations of the 

Kootenays, my history that extended only to my great-grandparents was a remarkably limited 

ancestry in a geographic place. Yet, it was long enough for metaphorical roots—propagated from 

memory, knowledge and emotion—to nourish me, even though post-secondary education and 

career opportunities transplanted me. I spent most of my adult life away from my childhood 
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place, but there were times when I still felt my connection to the Kootenays remained deeper 

than any other place I lived.  

I became a teacher because, like many of my colleagues, I wanted to be part of a 

profession that could contribute to the development a better, more compassionate world. 

Education provided opportunity for paradigm shifts, which Meadows (2008) described as one of 

the most powerful leverage points in creating systemic change. I wanted to share my love for the 

environment with my students by providing them with opportunities to experience the beauty in 

their surroundings. I wanted to create what Maturana described as an aesthetic seduction in 

which “the aesthetic is harmony and pleasure, the enjoyment of what is given to us” (Maturana 

& Poerksen, 2004, p. 51) by the places where we live. In relation to his own lecturing, Maturana 

explained that the idea of aesthetic seduction could not be manipulative, as that would cause the 

beauty of the experience to be lost. I wanted to be a teacher who did not force students to protect 

their environment. Instead, I wanted to foster a love and connection to place within my 

adolescent students in hopes that they would transition into adulthood as contributors to a world 

that extended more love to all living organisms and the places that gave them life. However, I 

had to explore my own sense of place before I could nurture my students’ sense of place. 

Research Questions Restated 

• How did living and teaching in unfamiliar places—particularly the biophysical 

aspects of place that were not dominated by humans—influence me and a few 

other teachers? 

• What were some possible challenges and benefits when teachers tried to expand 

their relationship to their local environments?  
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Changing Places: Lessons from Yellowknife and Beyond  

Growing 

This tiny little valley,  

this part of the world is mine; not only mine,  

but it is mine to know. 

This place, that is a part of me. 

Will it ever release me? 

Do I want it to? 

What else is there? 

I know who I am here, 

but who would I be there? 

Do I want to go? 

Student loans and little work mean 

it's comforting here, but not that comfortable. 

I need to go. 

To be brave, alone and unknown. 

To explore and adventure. 

To wonder what else is out there. 

 

The Impact of Place Attachment on Changing Places 

Nelson, BC, (Summer, 2004): I cannot believe I am leaving behind the warmth of the 

scorching Kootenay summer sun. As I climb the mountain pass, the cool morning air 

blows through the vents of my old white Toyota Tercel. I breathe deeply and fill my 

lungs with mountain air that smells of large conifers and carries a lingering dampness 

long absent from the valley below. I try not to think about what I am leaving behind, but 

olfaction is a powerful trigger. I imagine the smell and taste of Kootenay Lake; a lake 

chilled by the melting ice of Kokanee Glacier. The glacier-fed waters seem to be the only 

thing capable of quenching the thirst of salty, sweaty skin, tanned by a summer of sun.  

Why was my post-high school self so desperate to escape? Two university 

degrees and seven years away left me longing to return. The protection of my narrow 
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valley and the feeling of being surrounded by all that is familiar called me home. Does 

my spirit belong to these mountains?  

If so, why am I leaving again? I promised myself I was not going to be a part of 

the rural brain drain. I was going to return to my little community and inspire the next 

generation of young people to wonder and love the ecology of our home. Victoria’s two 

seasons of wet and dry were hard enough. I fear I will wither in the frozen, dark and flat 

northern land with its tiny little trees. I am not sure that I have the adaptive capacity to 

survive in the Northwest Territories. However, the massive student loans that 

accompany two degrees make the promise of a full-time contract in Yellowknife with a 

high salary enticing. I think I will give it six months.  

People moved for a variety of reasons. My need for employment to pay off student loans 

outweighed my desire for adventure. Christina said, “Coming up to Yellowknife was very 

comfortable because I wanted to come up here, but the environment was very different.” 

Familiarity with her place was not as important as her desire for adventure and change. She 

explained, “Place determines where we want to live and teach. I moved to Yellowknife because 

I wanted something different.”  

Elisabeth also shared Christina’s desire for change. Elizabeth recounted her motivation 

for moving to the small, remote northern community of Fort Good Hope in our interview: 

I am 24 and I am going on my own. All by myself, and I don’t know anyone. Everyone I 

talk to is like, don’t go up there, what are you thinking, this is the worst idea ever. But I 

don’t want to stay in the small town that I grew up in to sub so I can get a job in 10 

years. No, I have a $70,000 student loan, so I’m leaving! So, I go up North. I borrow a 
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thousand bucks from my aunt for the barge food because I have no money. I get myself 

all my food, and I leave. It is awesome.  

Like me, student loans and job opportunities were part of Elisabeth’s motivation for 

moving north. We also both had powerful connections to and love for our childhood places. 

However, while I moved across the province to attend university, Elisabeth stayed on Vancouver 

Island to do her undergraduate degree only an hour from her home. She then moved a ferry ride 

away for her education degree. While we were both at the start of our careers, I was ready to 

return home, while she was excited for the opportunity to leave. 

My motivations for moving and my attachment to Nelson likely influenced my capacity 

to connect with my new environment in Yellowknife. In my reflection in teal above, I compared 

Yellowknife’s small trees to Nelson’s massive ones, and Yellowknife’s flat land to Nelson’s 

mountains. I made a constant stream of comparisons during my time in Yellowknife. The 

concept of place attachment caused me to reflect on my need to compare my childhood place to 

all the new places I went. My desire to maintain a closeness to Nelson affected my ability to 

fully connect with my biophysical surroundings in Yellowknife.  

Christina and I had different relationships with our childhood places, and also different 

motivations for moving to Yellowknife. Christina reflected on her different places: 

I grew up in a beautiful environment in its own way, but I never felt connected to it. I 

never felt like it was where I wanted to be for the rest of my life even though I grew up 

there. It’s not that I hate the prairies. I love going to Grasslands National Park and 

walking through the vast rolling hills of just prairie. It’s beautiful, don’t get me wrong. I 

just don’t feel connected to it at all. But you put me in what Yellowknife is and feel like I 
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am more connected here than I ever have been anywhere else…. I felt it up here almost 

right away. 

Christina’s connection to Yellowknife seemed instantaneous. However, her relationship with her 

childhood place was different from mine. The lack of attachment she felt for her childhood place 

may have allowed for the immediacy of her connection to Yellowknife. I moved to Yellowknife 

with the intention of staying only temporarily. I do not think I gave myself permission to love 

Yellowknife because of my attachment to Nelson.  

Although Christina showed me that deeply bonding to new places was possible, I 

struggled with my emotional attachment. Trigger (2008) argued that a person did not have to be 

indigenous to a place to develop a self-identity that included a sense of that place. Migration was 

always a part of our species’ behavior. In fact, I submitted my DNA to National Geographic’s 

Genographic Project to discover the path my maternal ancestors travelled out of Africa. I learned 

that they took 150,000 years to move through the Fertile Crescent of the Middle East and into 

Western Europe (“The Genographic Project,” n.d.). It was remarkable that within only fifteen 

years, I moved from Victoria, to Cranbrook, then back to Victoria, before returning to Nelson, 

only to leave for Yellowknife for Italy, before moving to Port Hardy, then Duncan, before finally 

making my home in Lake Cowichan. Although Tuan (1974)’s concept of topophilia suggested an 

evolutionary drive to bond to new places, my drive may have been negated by the rate at which I 

changed places. 

I struggled to feel an attachment to my surroundings in Yellowknife that was comparable 

to Nelson. However, I think I carried with me what Berry (1983) refers to as my ecological 

intelligence; “a sense of the impossibility of acting or living alone or solely in one’s own behalf” 

(p. 125). My childhood experiences in Nelson contributed to my ecological intelligence and 



THE INFLUENCE OF PLACE  53 

  

helped me to recognize that I was inextricably linked to other living organisms regardless of 

where I lived. My ecological intelligence, in combination with my awareness of my biological 

rootedness and need to bond to other species wherever I lived (Wilson, 1984), might have 

catalyzed my attempts to experience and build relationships with my new place. However, I was 

also aware that not everyone shared a strong desire to bond with other species. Therefore, 

attachments to new places could also grow when people shared love and experiences in their new 

surroundings with other humans. 

Christina told me, “You need to find that place that works for you. You need to find that 

place that you love and that fits with you as a person, that is it.” I did not want to search until I 

found the physical place that I loved. I already knew the place I loved—it was Nelson. However, 

I also did not want to be doomed to misery because I found a place I loved but could not live 

there.  

The Role of Fear in Developing Attachment to New Places 

Raven 

Along a road with no end, 

Two-by-two 

Two-by-two 

Two-by-twoooooo… 

Welcome or warning? 

You again! All alone. 

Fiery in the waning August sun. 

A contradiction; 

alone, together we wait. 

Welcome or warning? 

Ruffled, yet formidable. 

Unwavering and unrevealing. 

Your eyes, dark nebulae 

penetrating my spirit. 

Seeking answers to questions unasked. 

Welcome or warning? 

And still you stare. 

A little weathered, wise for wear? 

Knowledge keeper, 
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not ready to share? 

Daring me to cross the water. 

WELCOME OR WARNING? 

NWT (Summer, 2004): As I drive from High Level to the Mackenzie crossing1, I see little 

other than ever-shrinking trees and ravens. Every few kilometers there is another set of 

ravens; one on either side of the road. At first, I don’t think much of it, but they continue 

to appear. My only contact with life other than the trees. Are they waiting for rodent 

road kill that I unknowingly generate? Or is there something more? I remember learning 

that Raven can symbolize a trickster or wisdom to some BC First Nations—Raven can 

help us to see what we don’t know. I wonder if I have something to learn from these 

ravens.  

I notice a sporadic but consistent piercing of the tree line created by roads that 

seem to head nowhere. Is there anyone else out here, other than the ravens? I drive 

northward on an endlessly straight road until it appears—the North of 60 sign! I have 

spent my entire life near or below the 49th parallel, and now I am about to cross the 

60th and enter the Northwest Territories. Butterflies—a mixture of excitement and 

nervousness—fill my stomach as I cross into this place that is so different and far away 

from anything or anyone I know.  

Alone on the dusty bank of the Mackenzie River, I wait for the ferry to take me 

one step closer to my new home. In this moment of loneliness, fear takes over. What 

                                                 

 

1  I crossed the Mackenzie River for the first time in late August 2004. In 2012 The Edh Cho Bridge was finished 

allowing year-round access and eliminating the ferry crossing. 
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am I doing here? So far from everything I love. There is nothing familiar and I have no 

idea what awaits me on the other side of the river. 

Suddenly, my loneliness is broken. The scraggliest raven I have ever seen shocks 

me out of my head and back into the moment. It lands on the hood of my car and slowly 

hop-walks to the windshield where its beady eyes feel like they are staring into my soul. 

I am a little stunned by the rough state of this weather-worn bird. Does his appearance 

foreshadow the hardness of the land? Is he a sign that I should turn around—that 

coming here is the wrong choice? Or am I letting fear get to me? Maybe the raven is just 

here to welcome me?  

Back inside my head, an internal war battles for my future. On one side is fear of 

the unknown and the unexpectedness that awaits me. A new place, a new job, and new 

people. Nothing that I know. On the other is a chance for adventure—to explore a part 

of the world that is unknown to me, to see buffalo, wolves, or the northern lights and 

experience a new culture. As the ferry fights its way across the powerful current of the 

Mackenzie, I decide to continue into the unknown. The lone raven flies away.  

Fear of the unknown. Moving somewhere new required a willingness for adventure, 

but it could also incite fear for the things I did not know. The environment around Yellowknife 

felt so wild and foreign to me. It took me three long days of driving to get there. I will never 

forget the surreal feeling of being alone on the road for what felt like forever, when all of a 

sudden, the tiny metropolis burst out of the boreal forest. The amount of human habitation felt 

miniscule in comparison to the endless stretch of forest that surrounded the small city. 
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While interviewing Christina, I reminded her of the rifle her husband brought with us on 

our first hike to Cameron Falls. Christina laughed, “We don’t do that anymore!” When we went 

hiking, we were afraid and probably projecting our fear onto our surroundings. We were 

experiencing something akin to what Louv (2008) calls the bogeyman syndrome. He described 

how nature, or anything else, could act as “a stand-in for other, less identifiable reasons for fear” 

(p. 130). No one told us about prior wildlife attacks at Cameron Falls. However, I think our fear 

came from stories we heard about how black bears were more aggressive in the North, our 

knowledge that wolves and the unfamiliar wolverines called the forest home, or simply that we 

did not know what to expect.  

Christina and I were not the only participants who experienced fear of our new 

surroundings. Jody recalled intense feelings of fear of her surroundings when she first moved to 

Vancouver Island from Massachusetts:  

We lived right near French Beach and the first thing that affected me was the forest. I 

was afraid of the forest. I found the forest extremely creepy because you couldn’t see 

the ground. I always lived in forests where there were tall trees and just leaves on the 

ground and you could walk between trees and it would be fine. You might have a couple 

of scratches, but nothing. I really found the forest in French Beach scary. I was 

convinced that critters would harm me mainly because there were huge signs up 

warning me about wolves and bears, which didn’t help. I would never go off the path. It 

was scary to think about walking in all that creepy stuff. Interacting with nature here 

was always very exciting, and yet unfamiliar and sometimes, for me, scary. When we 

kayaked around, and the waters were quiet and littered with jellyfish, I was just terrified 

I would get stung all the time. These were not things I had encountered. They were 
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frightening. The first time I saw bull kelp I thought it was big giant snakes from the 

ocean. I had no idea what they were—they freaked me out. I thought they were some 

sort of critter that was going to get me. 

Jody compared her new place to her old home and clearly identified fear of objects and species 

that were unfamiliar. Her description of bull kelp surprised me and made me realize how Jody 

could try to connect the new things she encountered to those things with which she was already 

familiar. Op de Beeck, Torfs, and Wagemans (2008) describe how people can mistake an 

unfamiliar object for something familiar because the shapes of unfamiliar objects can stimulate 

response patterns in their brains that are similar to objects for which they already have a context. 

Unfortunately, Jody exemplified the potential for fear-inducing consequences when unknown 

and harmless objects were associated with familiar and feared objects. 

Unlike Jody, I associated kelp with fun:  

When we were young and camping on Vancouver Island, my sister and I called kelp 

“bonkers.” We ran along the beach trying to hit each other with the bonkers to get the 

other person wet. My interactions were with pieces of kelp that washed on shore. 

However, as I recall images of floating kelp from a recent trip to the ocean, I imagine 

Jody’s vision of snakes in the water and can almost feel her fear as the tangled masses 

of giant tubes surround her.  

Jody’s intense fear of the forest was also different from my own experiences with forests. 

As a child, I was excited to come to the intensely beautiful forests of Emily Carr’s2 paintings to 

                                                 

 

2 Emily Carr was an artist whose landscapes reflected the beauty and complexity of BC’s west coast.  
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surround myself with every imaginable shade of green. While I understood that the forests on 

Vancouver Island contained potential threats, fear did not overwhelm me. This was probably 

because I grew up in an interior temperate rainforest. The trees were not as big, and the 

underbrush was not as dense, but I had a familiarity that Jody lacked.  

Carleton's (2016) survey of prior research on fear proposed that fearing the things we did 

not know, or for which we were uncertain, was a fundamental fear that “may impact all 

psychopathology as well as normative emotions and decision-making.” (p. 15). Therefore, fear 

could have a powerful influence on Jody’s or my mental health, as well as our ability to interact 

with others and relate to our surroundings.  

The role of control in fear. An interesting study on neophobia, or the fear of anything 

new or unfamiliar, showed no difference in stress-inducing corticosteroid levels in mice when 

they had unrestricted access to both familiar and new environments (Misslin & Cigrang, 1986). 

However, when they were placed in new environments without access to their familiar ones, or 

when they were given the choice to enter a new environment but prevented from returning to 

their familiar ones, mice demonstrated a fear response. Having a choice in where I moved and 

whether I could return to my home could have affected my response to my new places.  

Scannell and Gifford (2017) identified control as a key factor in wellbeing. However, I 

was not sure that I was really capable of control. They discussed control in relation to freedom, 

but choice might have been a better word to describe the important factor that could affect how 

people related to their places. While venturing into a new environment could be frightening, 

having some choice in how I interacted with my new place, or having the choice to leave, might 

have influenced how I bonded to my places. I do not think I would have hiked to Cameron Falls 
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alone. Christina’s family, and their gun, made me feel safe enough to explore a part of my new 

place.  

There was a tension between adventure and fear. Both could stir feelings of excitement, 

but a sense of adventure could drive me forward, while fear of the unknown might hold me back. 

Christina’s response to the fear of new places was to build comfort over time and on her own 

terms by experiencing and acquiring knowledge of her new environment: 

I have always been kind of willing and open to the environment, but I was scared 

because it was new. Prairie girl does not know forest; she just doesn’t understand it! At 

the beginning, I would take very local field trips. I was comfortable enough walking 

through town to go to Niven Lake. That was comfortable for me. I could still teach 

science outside, but I was still in the city of Yellowknife and still in a safe place. I think 

over time, as you become more comfortable and as you personally go out of your 

comfort zone, you go out on the land more. It kind of builds your confidence enough to 

take kids out a bit further and really look at the environment outside of town. I think 

that’s where I had to go with it. I had to start with a comfortable environmental 

experience.  

Christina’s outdoor education background was apparent in her explanation of building 

comfort through choice. “Challenge by choice” was a common philosophy in outdoor education 

that allowed participants to push their boundaries of fear and determine the degree of risk they 

were willing to experience. Having some autonomy over the challenges I took on could have 

helped me to overcome my fears; however, I also might have avoided my fears entirely without 

proper support (Chase, 2015). I did not take enough risks during my time in Yellowknife; my 

fears got in the way of potentially meaningful experiences. If had sought out experiences such as 
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extended winter bush camps, dog sledding, or more snowmobiling I could have expanded my 

local ecological knowledge, which might have helped me expand my sense of place and enrich 

learning experiences for my students. 

The role of knowledge in fear. For some participants, acquiring knowledge about their 

new environments helped to ease their fears. When speaking of her willingness to take students 

on local field trips, Christina said, “My comfort zone got better as my knowledge about my 

place got stronger. I felt more capable, so I could go farther, and I could have different 

experiences with kids, but it took time and it took effort.” Like Christina, Jody also identified 

knowledge as tool for coping in her unfamiliar environment: 

My way of combatting things that scare me is usually to read and learn more about 

them because I had never seen any of the organisms, I was interested. It was much 

more intense all around. Because I was so scared of things, I wanted to be able to 

identify and be able to understand them. Once I understood cedar trees better, and I 

understood the ferns, and I understood the undergrowth, I didn’t find it creepy 

anymore. Knowledge makes me less afraid of things. And then, when something’s cool, I 

want to know what it is. 

While experience may have contributed to her growing comfort and familiarity, knowledge 

helped Jody to overcome fear so that she felt safe. Safety opened the door to understanding and 

the modification of Jody’s sense of place.      

After my second year in Yellowknife, I attended a summer field study camp for biology 

teachers at the University of Calgary’s Kananaskis Field Station. The camp involved developing 

field-based units for the new Alberta biology curriculum, which was also the curriculum used in 

the NWT. Since some of the material for the ecology section of the Alberta curriculum had an 
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agricultural context, I wanted to design something that was more relevant to students in the 

North. I developed a snow ecology unit that included a field study for my students to explore the 

impacts of recreational snowmobile use on the snow ecosystem at a nearby lake. I did 

considerable reading on snow ecology, which was a completely foreign field of research for me. 

What I learned excited my passions, which suppressed my fears of exposure and dislike of the 

extreme cold. I transformed from the cold-sensitive teacher from BC who was made fun of for 

walking to work in ski goggles, to the teacher who was willing and excited to take her entire 

class outside in the middle of winter to conduct a field study.  

My sense of place evolved as my ecological knowledge deepened. The acquisition of 

local knowledge provided me with new ways to relate to my environment. In Yellowknife, my 

surroundings felt more familiar as I expanded my knowledge and interactions with the species 

and spaces around me. I would have loved to say that I felt at one with my new surroundings. 

However, that was not true. Although I felt more at ease and more comfortable experimenting 

with outdoor learning with my students, I still felt lost. I was a salmon swimming in search of the 

scent of my home river. After months of swimming I detected a trace of fresh water. It was 

recognizable, but it was not the scent of my home, so I swam on. 

Absence of fear in new places. Although some participants described feeling fear of 

their new environments, there were times when Jody and Michelle felt less afraid in their new 

European surroundings. While studying in the UK, Jody felt more safe and comfortable camping 

than she did in her home environment: 

I grew up in a place where there are cougars and there are coyotes, although not so 

much wolves and bears. Well, there are bears, but you don’t see them that often. It was 

very strange to be [camping] somewhere where nobody had any fear, at any time, that 
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anything was ever going to happen to them. Camping was a very different mentality in 

terms of the natural world. Everything felt very safe. 

Jody felt very comfortable in the UK because she did not feel a great potential for harm. 

Similarly, Michelle described her feelings about hiking in the Spanish forests near her 

new city of Pamplona as being less frightening than her experiences growing up in British 

Columbia. Michelle said, “I feel a lot safer out in nature here because there are no animals that 

are going to hurt me at all. There are no bears. I am less scared.” Therefore, unfamiliarity did 

not always equate to fear. Instead, fear was a consequence of the level of perceived safety felt in 

a new environment compared to familiar ones. While fear of a new surrounding might have 

influenced the expansion of sense of place in a new environment, it was certainly not the only 

factor. Although Michelle felt a greater sense of security in the Spanish outdoors, she explained, 

“I am less scared, but it is also not as amazing.” Feeling safe may have motivated Michelle to 

explore more of her place. Her developing familiarity contributed to the development of her 

sense of place. Yet, her attachment to her new place may have been reduced because it lacked 

the thrill of risky adventures or because her new place did not stir feelings of curiosity and 

wonder.  

Sense of adventure overcomes fear. As Elisabeth recounted her experience teaching 

in the wilds of Fort Good Hope, it became apparent that she had a strong sense of adventure:  

I was outside anytime I could be. It was really cool to just explore that area. I never felt 

scared. We were warned about wolves and we could not go off on our own, but my 

roommate and I were adventurous.  

Elisabeth’s voice was animated as she spoke. I felt how much she enjoyed her time in Fort Good 

Hope. She knew the safe parameters for her activities and was excited to explore her new 
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environment. Elisabeth’s sense of adventure probably contributed to her willingness to explore 

her new place with relatively little fear.  

Christina’s adventurous attitude also seemed to influence how she related to her 

environment in Yellowknife and outweighed any of her fears: 

An important part of being willing to connect to places that are unfamiliar is having a 

sense of adventure, being adventurous. Getting out and being willing to experience it 

allows you to appreciate what is around you. I find it’s kind of the same in every 

environmental educator I have ever met. You have that sense of wanting to go on those 

adventures, which leads to exploring. You always have something that you want to 

check out and see for yourself. I think that spirit has to be in there in that person. I have 

to explore, that sense of adventure is buried deep inside me and seems to be that key 

driving force for what I feel like I need to do. I don’t know where it comes from. I always 

grew up with adventure hiking. That’s just what I do, I just adventure, I just experience. 

It just makes me tick. 

Adventure motivated Christina and Elisabeth to explore their places in search of meaningful 

experiences—even when those places contained potential threats. I think what made Christina 

“tick” was her desire for the freedom to experience the beauty of being fully alive and present in 

her environment.  

In some cases, knowledge lessened my fear. However, that was not true if knowledge 

informed me of additional possible threats. My level of anxiety in a new place related to my 

willingness to seek adventure, even in the face of potential risk. My fear, or lack thereof, also 

depended on my ability to choose the level of risk I was willing to accept. Some people sought 

adventures in their local environments because of a biological craving for adrenaline that 
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accompanied unknown threats of danger. However, I think I was driven by a desire to experience 

the feeling of being a part of the biophysical world. 

The Benefits of Newness: Multiple Perspectives  

Wonder 

Tiny legs growing from a quick-swimming tadpole, 

exploding spores of a puffball, 

changing colors of a spawning Kokanee. 

Such wonder 

But Aurora! 

Your song dancing through me, 

connecting me. 

Tumbling foxes, unhindered by night, do you feel it too? 

Such light in darkness; 

because of darkness. 

Beyond wonder.  

As I moved to different places, I experienced the awe, wonder, and excitement of all that 

was new and was changed by those experiences. Likewise, my interactions within my new places 

had the potential to influence the people and non-human aspects of my new place. Daniel (2007) 

suggested our species was rooted in wandering and believed adventuring away from the familiar 

offered potential for “renewal, vitality, [and] a growing of the soul” (p. 164) for the wanderers as 

well as the people and places that welcomed them. The person I became was undoubtedly 

different from the person I might have been had I remained in Nelson. The poem “Wonder” 

reflected a growing of my soul that resulted from my new experiences in Yellowknife. My 

interpretation of “soul” was not religious. Although I taught at a Catholic school, the ceremony 

and cultural practices of the Tlicho (Dogrib) people showed me a different form of spirituality. 

My “soul” represented a growing awareness of the interconnectivity between myself, other 

species, and the physical parts of my world. The interconnectivity that I felt seemed spiritual.  

My spiritual experience with the northern lights was an example of how I opened myself 

to the possibility that there were different ways of being. Maturana’s (Maturana & Poerksen, 
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2004) explanation of the difference between objectivity without parentheses and objectivity in 

parentheses helped me to make sense of what I had to offer my new place as well as what I could 

gain. Maturana described mutual exclusivity as the basis for objectivity without parenthesis, 

where reality exists separate from our experience. This way of thinking allows for a single 

objective truth and the possibility that one perspective is right, while all others are wrong. 

Conversely, the idea of objectivity in parentheses is a way of thinking that offers the possibility 

of multiple truths in “a multiverse within which numerous realities are equally valid” (p. 39)—

although not equally preferable—where “the only thing one may now do is to invite the other 

person to think about what one believes and holds to be valid oneself” (p. 40).  

I imagined objectivity without parentheses to be the mode of thinking held by 

missionaries who went to First Nations communities to force their way of thinking—from their 

perspective, the Truth—on others. As a teacher in First Nations communities, it was particularly 

important not to perceive myself—my ideas and worldviews—as superior to others. Maturana 

emphasizes the importance of being open to the possibility that there are potentially limitless 

ways of seeing, doing and living in this world. When I moved to Yellowknife, I did not arrive as 

a missionary determined to prove that my way of thinking was the only way; instead, I tried to 

offer respect and an authentic desire to learn ways of being that were different from my own. A 

reciprocity could result when space was made to allow for different ideas to co-exist. If I was 

open to new or different ways of doing, thinking and being—to objectivity in parentheses—when 

I moved somewhere new, I could seek opportunities to enrich my understanding of others, new 

places, and myself. Likewise, I could contribute to the creation a safe space for others to 

understand my way of thinking. We could both recognize the potential benefits from engaging in 

conversation to reach new levels of awareness.  
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When I came to a new place, I filtered everything I saw through my own context. I saw 

the world in a way that was at least partially unique to me. This did not mean that what I saw was 

the only truth, but it was my own perception of my reality of the experience. Here is a story from 

my first month of teaching in Yellowknife (October, 2004):  

In the cupboards of my new (and very own) classroom I discover some aquatic field 

study equipment. There are even hip waders! I wander near my school and only a short 

walk away I discover a lake. It looks biologically rich and the perfect spot to get my 

students (and myself) outside exploring our surroundings. The lake has a beautiful 

marshland, walking trails, and a great spot where I imagine my students getting into the 

hip waders and taking some water samples. The lake, still close to downtown, isn't an 

entirely wild place. A nearby clearing awaits residential development. However, the lake 

itself is bordered by spruce trees and as I pass through the trees I feel myself slipping 

away from the city and its skyscrapers as I immerse myself in the natural surroundings.  

My Biology 11 students are excited when I tell them we are going outside. Since 

the field trip is only a short walk from school, I don't need permission forms. I just sign 

my name to the board in the office, write Niven Lake beside it, and off we go. Two 

students eagerly volunteer to put on hip waders and wade into the water to collect 

samples. One is so excited, and in awe at how shallow the lake is, that she wanders a 

concerning distance from the shoreline. I start to worry and call her back. She tries to 

move, and cries that she can't. My first field trip as a teacher and I manage to get a 

student stuck in the lake? I try not to panic and upset her. She cries anyways when I tell 

her I can't come to rescue her.  Another student says, “Hey miss you gotta go in and 
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save her”. The last thing I need is to get stuck in the lake with her while the rest of my 

class watches from shore.  

As the other student in hip waders tries to move towards her, she realizes she 

also can't move. And then… it starts to snow. I can't believe I have two students stuck in 

the lake and it is snowing in the beginning of October. I need to get these girls out of the 

lake. I ask them to stick their hands in the lake, grab the lower part of the hip waders 

and pull. One foot, one step at a time. It works… that is, until the first student falls in. 

My first field trip, my first month of teaching, my first Yellowknife snowfall, and I have a 

student swimming in the lake. I am going to get fired!  

The student crawls through the muddy water to the shore, while the abandoned 

hip waders peak up from the surface for a moment, marking where she had been stuck, 

before sinking away. The second student manages to stay dry as she carefully makes her 

way to shore, one step at a time. One pair of hip waders are lost, but all my students are 

safe. I peel off some layers of clothes and hand them to my shivering student. We grab 

our gear and rush back to the school. The whole way back I imagine how I will explain 

this to my principal. His laughter and knowing grin surprise me as I recount my 

disastrous field trip. I find out why Niven Lake is a great place for a field study—it is the 

town’s old sewage lagoon. Not only did I get a student stuck in a lake on the first 

snowfall of the year, but I got her stuck in decomposing human excrement in the lake on 

the first snowfall of the year. It is going to take some time for this newbie to live down 

this experience, but at least I have another interesting layer to add to our study of the 

Niven Lake ecosystem. 
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As Daniel's (2007) pointed out, the newcomer was not the only one who was affected 

when people moved to new places. I think I could see the potential in a place, like an old sewage 

lagoon, while someone else did not, or I could bring ideas, like a Green Team, to a school that 

were not there before. Daniel (2007) wrote: “all of us, in any place or community or movement, 

tend to become insiders; we need the outsider, the contrarian, to shake our perspective and keep 

us honest. . . . the outsider can sometimes see a landscape with clarity unavailable to the native or 

long-time residents” (p. 163). If I was open to different ways of seeing, as in Maturana’s 

objectivity in parentheses, then potential existed for positive change or renewal.  

Change could occur in both people and places. As I walked around Yellowknife and tried 

to familiarize myself with my new place, I was surprised by the amount of littering. I wanted to 

understand why the littering was so rampant. I learned that recycling was not the norm, even 

though it was commonplace in the other places I’d lived. With a group of interested students, I 

started a Green Team at my school in Yellowknife and we determined challenges with both 

littering and recycling, and then tried to raise awareness. I would never forget a gift my students 

gave me at the end of my second year. Several students went around town staging pictures to 

show me how they used to litter before they met me. Then their pictures reflected how they no 

longer littered or let their friends throw pop-cans out the car window. The gift represented much 

more than their change in behavior; it showed me that the time we shared together not only 

changed them but had the potential to change their surroundings. Yet I was also changed. I 

learned that spending time in my surroundings helped me to recognize local ecological issues. 

More importantly, engaging my students with local ecological issues that affected them could 

create positive change if my students felt there was a need for action.  
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Jody discovered that, as someone new, she did not necessarily view her new place in the 

same way as her students: 

A couple of things I noticed about the kids is the stuff that I found so new and unfamiliar 

was, to them, what everything had always been and how everything should always be. I 

remember the time when I was in my classroom and I freaked out and said, “Come 

outside, come outside, come outside!” They all came out and I pointed to a bald eagle 

on a tree, and none of them cared at all. They were all like, “Yeah, we’re going to go 

back into our room to do nothing, because that is not exciting at all.” That was a big 

moment for me when I realized that the things that I was finding exciting, they didn’t 

find interesting. 

Christina shared a similar experience: 

I remember talking about something that I found in the newspaper or something I 

thought was really cool and new, and most of the kids either didn’t care, or were like, 

yeah, everyone knows that. I would just admit I’m new to Yellowknife, I don’t know. I 

think this is cool and this is how it relates to our lives. 

Not all the things that inspired me to wonder in my new places excited my students. However, if 

I found ways to help my students see their worlds from different perspectives, they could learn to 

wonder or develop a new appreciation for the parts of their world that seemed mundane. In doing 

so, I offered them the gift of sharing in the wonder of being new.  

 Jody told me that many of her students experienced crabbing or fishing with their family. 

Learning about marine life from books or class activities did not necessarily excite them. 

However, when she discovered a local nature interpretive center, she found a way to help her 

students share in the wonder that she saw in her new place. Jody explained: 
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Going to Cowichan Bay was the favorite thing my students did all year. Every class I have 

taken just loves it because it is just so mucky, and so dirty. They’re digging and actually 

finding animals they haven’t seen before. Even the kids who have gone clamming and 

crabbing and whatever are excited—they just love it. 

Jody went on to describe:   

Being here, I think, I’d say that being here, for me, because it’s more unfamiliar, I think 

in some ways it makes my teaching better because I’ve picked up on things that would 

just be nothing to me in Massachusetts. I realized how much there was to know and 

that helped me realize there’s a lot of them [students] that don’t know these sorts of 

things as well. 

Opportunities existed where there were differences in perspectives. Even though 

Christina was about to enter her thirteenth year of teaching in Yellowknife at the time of her 

interview, she continued to exude excitement and enthusiasm for trying to understand her place 

and find new ways of for her students to relate to their home. For example, one aspect of 

Yellowknife that interested Christina was the arsenic contamination resulting from Giant Mine 

(Cott, Zajdlik, Palmer, & McPherson, 2016). Talking about the contamination in class did not 

engage her students; the mine was something that had always been there, and it was not 

interesting. Christina shared how her students responded after experiencing an old mine site on 

the outskirts of Yellowknife:  

For kids to actually talk about what’s in their back yard is such a stronger experience. 

The kids actually get on site and see, it’s kind of like an ocean of sea cans with 

contaminated material. It’s scary. You go up there, and I don’t know how many acres of 

stuff is in sea cans. The kids want to know what happens now. The people leading the 
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tour don’t have an answer, other than it sits here contained. Then my students start to 

get angry because they want to know where does it go, and why it isn’t just taken 

somewhere else. And then it opens up great conversations, like how can we give the 

contaminated stuff to someone else, so they can just get contaminated?  

New eyes and new ideas could be as healthy for an individual as for a school or 

community when people came together in love and honesty—open to the validity, as well as the 

questioning, of others’ observed realities, including other species. Maturana (in Maturana & 

Poerksen, 2004) explained: “It is the coherence of experiences with other experiences that 

constitutes the foundation of all understanding” (p. 42). Great opportunities presented themselves 

when I was open to new experiences, and respected that my interpretation those experiences 

could be different from someone else. Even within me, my interpretation of an experience might 

differ before and after that experience. If I sought the commonalities that could be found between 

the differences, I could find a way to move forward to a deeper understanding of myself, others, 

and the world.  

Christina explained that, like Jody, she thought it was valuable for teachers to experience 

living in different places, “Changing your environment to something new makes you more 

likely to try new things. I think you might have to go somewhere new to be a better teacher.” I 

brought my students to Niven Lake without having a deep understanding of the ecology of the 

area. I was ignorant of its history and saw beauty, life and opportunity. Of course, there could be 

drawbacks, such as potential safety concerns that would be important for teachers, since they 

were responsible for the lives of young people. Going to new places, such as Yellowknife gave 

me opportunities and experiences that I would never have had if I had stayed in Nelson. I hoped 
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that my presence in my new places also made it possible for my students to experience some of 

the wonders in what, to them, was the mundane.  

The Challenge of Newness: Lack of Time 

 

 

 

The small tree is me, on my own, exposed, and disconnected from the world around me. 

I am not protected by the stand of trees on the left, representing both the ecology and 

culture of my new place. In the early days, especially my first year, I have no time left in 

my day to experience the ecology or culture of my place. As a biology teacher, I am 

unhappy with my lack of ecological understanding. My spirit struggles to survive 

Figure 1. A painting in response to the question, "What did it feel like to be 

a new teacher in Yellowknife?" 
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because of this lack of connection to the land; however, the northern lights provide me 

with moments of connection and hope.  

The exposure I feel is not only because of the harshness and wildness of my new 

surroundings, but also the pressures of being a new teacher. Some days I barely have 

time for tears, which are my only release for the emotional and physical exhaustion I 

feel. Four or five hours of sleep are not adequate, but I need to use my time to mark, 

prep lessons, and write report cards.  

Christina, the other new teachers, and I, are often at school until 11:45 p.m. We 

sneak out just before midnight to avoid setting off the alarm. One evening our principal 

catches us, hugs us, and suggests we take a mental health day. It takes everything in my 

power not to burst into tears in his arms. All this time spent indoors trying to create the 

perfect lessons for my students contributes to my feelings of disconnect from the world 

around me. As winter descends, I start to appreciate the view from my classroom. I 

yearn to be outside as I watch the sun rise over Great Slave Lake. The sun’s rays reflect 

off the hoar frost and cause the trees to appear as though they are covered in 

diamonds. I am struck by the beauty of this world, as I admire it through the window. 

Experiencing the northern lights were my sacred moments of connection. They lit my 

way home as they danced through the sky. Sometimes when I stopped to look up, I swore they 

were singing to me as they pulled me out of my head and into my surroundings. They reminded 

me that I was part of them, part of a wondrous world from which I felt so removed.   
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Time was probably the most challenging aspect of being a new teacher. My first year in 

Yellowknife felt like an extension of my time as a student teacher in Kimberley, BC. If not for 

my commute, I would have not even been able to describe my surroundings in Kimberley. 

Student teaching 

Morning Rocky Mountain reflections, and their evening shadows 

provide a glimpse into a world beyond the walls. 

Comforting and centering,  

they offer short moments of clarity 

in a world that is mostly 

blurred  

by the burdens 

of being new.  

The burdens of being new could be overwhelming. In a study of new teachers, Barnet and 

Brackenreed (2006) found that teachers were more confident in their abilities to meet the general 

needs of their students than their abilities to meet their own personal needs. They also showed 

that new teachers often displayed perfectionism and a determination to appear confident. As a 

new teacher, I knew I could meet the general needs of my students. However, I did not want to 

be adequate, I wanted to be perfect. I used all of my time trying to prove myself, which left me 

feeling that I had no time to focus on caring for my own personal needs. The following memory 

exemplifies my willingness to sacrifice wellbeing for work:   

As we sit around Christina’s table following our first Thanksgiving Feast in Yellowknife, 

we realize we have way more food than we need. We think about the people still living 

in tents even though the winter frost has returned and the air smells of snow. We pack 

up our extra food and hike out to the tents to share our feast. We make our way 

through the rocky outcrops until we reach the spot above Frame Lake where the tents 

sit. We drop off the food and pause for a moment to look around. The blue glow of dusk 
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is settling around us and I am struck by the beauty of this place that I did not know was 

so close to me. I need to make more time for exploring my new place.  

We head home as the cool of evening thickens the frosty coating on the rocks. As 

I consider my new landscape, I stop paying attention to my dress shoes-clad feet. In an 

instant, I slip and hear the unforgettable snap of a breaking bone. I am now two for two 

losses to this new environment. First, I almost lose a student in the lake and now I lose 

my mobility. Is this place against me? 

I am told to rest my leg, but I do not have time to rest because I have just wasted 

nine precious hours in the emergency room. I try to make plans for a substitute teacher, 

but the pain is too great. It will be easier just to go in to work in the morning. The next 

morning my roommate drives me to work.   

As I seasoned teacher, I still felt the immense challenge of time. The pressure was 

exponentially greater when I was a new teacher trying to learn how to teach in a new place. In 

my first year, I felt like there was never time to experience my place. Christina shared a similar 

feeling, “It takes me effort to go out into the environment myself, and my family. The time is 

kind of hard to find.” Michelle also struggled with time, “Maybe if I had more time in England I 

could get out more too. That was the thing. I didn’t have a lot of time there because the 

workload was extreme.” Like Michelle, I felt the workload was extreme during my first year. 

Although, as I look back, I am not sure if I was spending my time as wisely as I could. I was so 

concerned with being perceived as capable and showing others that I was doing a good job, that I 

lost sight of the importance of connecting with my new place for me and for my students.  
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Perceived feelings of inadequacy were likely part of the reason many new teachers felt 

they had to spend so much time working. Christina recalled similar feelings of inadequacy as a 

new teacher from Regina tasked with teaching locally developed environmental and northern 

studies courses in Yellowknife: 

I felt kind of like a poser, to be honest. I felt awkward a lot of times and I felt not 

legitimate. I think I was just really stressed out at the beginning and working too hard. 

Mind you, that’s part of the first-year teaching. I didn’t like it and didn’t want to be that 

first-year teacher who was working so late and just trying to figure it out.  

I taught in a classroom beside Christina and did not see or hear evidence of an inadequate 

teacher. She was energetic, passionate and did a much better job than I did of getting out to 

experience our new place and bring what she learned back into the classroom. I aspired to be like 

her because I felt I was inadequate, which kept me working late alongside Christina.   

Elisabeth also shared similar feelings of inadequacy and the challenges of being a new 

teacher in the North: 

When you’re a new teacher… you don’t know what you’re doing. If I went up there now, 

I would try to center all my teaching outside. But your first years, you’re a deer in the 

headlights. I look at how I was teaching. I wasn’t teaching. I was learning. The kids were 

teaching me. 

Christina, Elisabeth and I may have had heightened feelings of inadequacy because we 

were learning to be new teachers in the North where the climate was harsh, the environment was 

extreme, and the culture was distinct. We shared similar experiences of trying to cope with our 

perceived inadequacies by relying too heavily on textbooks and resource material. Our 

experiences were evidence of how we misjudged ourselves. They also highlighted how 
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Hochschild's (1993) emotional labor impacted us when we were new and pretended to be what 

we imagined people wanted us to be. I was expending an enormous amount of energy pretending 

to be perfect, but I was doing little for myself to restore my energy reservoirs. What I needed to 

do for my benefit, as well as my students’, was spend time outside learning who I was in my new 

environment. I look back and think that I missed out on so much that my surroundings had to 

teach me.  
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Access to Places: Lessons from Lanciano and Beyond 

In Search of Roots 

Idyllic vineyards and olive groves, 

scatter this fertile land of figs and pomegranates. 

Cities of stone built on mountain tops, instead of valley bottoms 

where scents of ancient festas linger in the streets with 

pigeons and dog feces.  

A vibrant and abundant cultural landscape 

feeds my hunger for "the old country" 

of my nonno's reminiscing. 

Alive with sounds, passion, and color; 

every turn emulating the walls of an art gallery. 

Majella and Gran Sasso mountains peak up 

beyond the valleys surrounding the city's wall. 

Majestic at a distance, 

but disappointing upon close inspection. 

 

Field studies? Only studying fields. 

Immersed in the human aesthetic. 

Wild wonders are the rarity here. 

 

An exciting adventure,  

but this is not home.  

Lanciano, Italy (2007-2009): After three years in Yellowknife, I leave behind the frigid 

cold of the subarctic for the warm embrace of the Mediterranean. My little apartment 

in Lanciano is tucked away in a narrow walkway between two tall buildings; other than a 

skylight that is often shadowed by the neighboring buildings, its only view is the exterior 

wall of a monastery that is almost close enough to touch. My apartment is near the 

historic center’s ancient gated wall that once protected the town from invasions. I have 

never been in a place with such a history of hominids and absence of other species. 

However, if I stand at the edge of the city wall near an old piazza that is repurposed as a 

parking lot, I can see the Appenine’s impressive Gran Sasso mountain beckoning beyond 

my reach. 
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I travel all over Italy with my new school. Boticelli’s masterpieces in Florence’s 

Uffizi take my breath away. The beautiful glow of the purple lights on a foggy February 

night at the waterfront of Venice’s Piazza San Marco is magical. The deliciously sweet-

smelling lemon and orange trees in the citrus park below my hotel in Sorrento awaken 

my senses. A year prior I could not have imagined sitting on the street of an ancient 

Italian city. I am forced to slow down a little and live. Here I am, indulging in wine with 

new friends on a school night while locals stroll by sharing laughter and stories on their 

evening passeggiate. Imagining the quiet of snow-covered Yellowknife on a dark 

autumn evening offers a strange juxtaposition with my current experience. I love my 

new life of adventure and excitement as I discover the culture of my paternal family.  

In late spring, I walk down into the valley in search of a tiny piece of land to use 

as an ecological study but cannot find any area that is dominated by species other than 

humans. I settle on a small bank leading up to a farmed field that seems a poor 

substitute for a diverse ecosystem. I suspect the place is incapable of offering the awe-

inspiring experience of the non-human environment that I desperately want to provide 

for my students. After one year in this new place, I start to feel something akin to a 

slow-growing headache that no amount of sleep or water will extinguish. Hiking at the 

Parco Nazionale della Majella, skiing at Passo Lanciano, or swimming in the waters of 

the Adriatic provide no relief from this aching feeling. Every time I go out in search for 

non-human life, I return with a ubiquitous sense of humanness. 
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Personal Access to Places 

I moved to Italy in search of my roots. My experience with Tlicho culture in Yellowknife 

left me longing to walk on the land that my ancestors walked on thousands of years before me. 

Maybe I thought I could find that place Christina described; the one that was the right place for 

me. Italy initially felt like it was the right place because I was captivated by the rich culture. I 

wanted it to be my place, but urban life was not the “perfect fit.” The existence of a “perfect” 

place was unlikely. Regardless, my experiences in Italy contributed to my ever-changing sense 

of place and my ability to nurture my students’ sense of place. 

While I could create a separation between myself and my surroundings with the walls of 

my house, the fence around my yard and the computer on which I typed these words, I still felt 

the need to be close to the trees, the birds, the sky and all beings and things humans did not 

create. My sister, Michelle, felt similarly and also struggled to live in urban environments. She 

shared how she felt when living in the city of King’s Lynn, England, “If there are not natural 

places then I hate where I am, and I don’t want to be there anymore.”  I related my experiences 

in Italy to Michelle’s feelings: 

Nearly every day I walk the long narrow roads that meander through olive groves and 

vineyards in the valley below Lanciano. One day I come across a field scattered with 

bright red poppies and pause. Its disordered beauty seems out of place next to the 

ordered rows of grape vines in the adjacent fields. It leaves me longing for a place I once 

knew; a place not yet manipulated by the hands of humans. 

Italy was my only experience living in an urban center with limited access to an environment that 

was not dominated by humans. Although my job and travel opportunities kept me extremely 

busy when I first moved to Italy, I slowly started to feel suffocated by the tall buildings that 
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blocked the sunlight. The bougainvillea that cascaded from tiny balconies provided little relief 

from the stonework. I tried to find solace in the vineyards below the town, but they were 

inadequate—I longed for other species and places that were not being manipulated by humans.   

Jody, who was raised in a suburban environment, helped me to realize that not everyone 

shared the strong desire that Michelle and I had to be outside. A part of our sense of place—our 

place dependence (Cleary et al., 2017)—required us to find those places that were not dominated 

by humans. Jody told me that she did not have a need to be outside in her surroundings. Jody 

explained: 

I’m not connected to nature that way. My husband likes to sit in the back yard and have 

a cup of coffee on a sunny day. I always stay inside. I never do that sort of thing. I’m not 

connected in that way. 

Although Jody expressed a preference for staying inside and reading a book over being 

outside, I think her location influenced her preference. Large trees stood outside her home that 

had a view of the Saanich Inlet; she was still surrounded by beautiful non-human elements of her 

world. While Jody was clear that she preferred being inside, I thought it was possible that she 

maintained a subconscious relationship with the outside. However, I also worried that she 

thought I was placing a value judgment on her as a result of my own bias for places not 

dominated by humans. She seemed almost apologetic about her preference to be indoors 

surrounded by human comforts. Vogel (2011) asked: “Why is naturalness measured along an 

axis whose negative pole is human?” (p. 96). Jody, like most organisms, preferred her own 

habitat, which was the comfort of her human-constructed home. That did not make her any less 

natural than a bird in its nest. Vogel (2011) reminded me that Jody and I were nature because 

humans “are not exceptional creatures that somehow transcend the natural” (p. 96).  



THE INFLUENCE OF PLACE  82 

  

I struggled to understand why Michelle and I felt disconnected from our surroundings 

when we lived in urban areas where we perceived that our access to nature was limited. 

However, I realized the problem was not our inability to recognize the false dichotomy of human 

and nature. The problem related to biophilia and our expectations for our relationships with the 

other species in our places. We grew up in a rich and diverse biophysical place where we were 

able to form relationships with many different organisms. Those relationships were critical to my 

understanding of myself in relation to the places where I lived. When I moved to new places, I 

struggled if I was not able to form the same depth of relationship.  

Although Jody expressed a preference for being inside, she also yearned for diverse 

biophysical places as she nostalgically remembered her prior residence:  

Ever since we moved to Cobble Hill I haven’t connected to nature as much as I did when 

I lived in Crofton. For me, Crofton was much more of a place that I enjoyed nature with 

long walks in the woods. Here everything is the same circle. I engage in nature a lot less 

since we moved to what I consider to be suburbia. Even though we lived in a house in 

Crofton right in the middle of town, Crofton itself had a lot more wilderness around it. 

Like Michelle and I, Jody conveyed a desire for the closeness of places that were not 

manipulated by humans. Elisabeth also shared similar feelings when she discussed her move 

from the North to a southern Ontario city: “I missed living where I could just, in 5 minutes, be 

somewhere. In Hamilton, we lived in a subdivision. There was no nature left. I found summers 

depressing. We still didn’t have that place to go to find nature.” However, I think there were 

people in Elisabeth’s subdivision in Hamilton, Michelle’s neighborhood in King’s Lynn, or 

Jody’s subdivision in Cobble Hill who saw nature where Elisabeth, Michelle or Jody did not 

because they were looking at their places through different lenses. I am also sure there were 
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people who liked to hike and explore their surroundings that identified the places surrounding 

Lanciano as rich biophysical places. Yet, those same places left me longing for the diverse 

ecosystems of Nelson.  

Michelle said she felt much happier after moving to a mountainous region of Spain where 

she had access to some places that were shared by other species: “People are outdoors all the 

time, unless it’s raining. People go skiing in the mountains nearby, there’s a beach that’s close. 

There is just a lot of nature, not as much as BC, but way more than England.” She suspected that 

her desire to have access to those places related to her past experiences, “I think it’s just because 

I am so lucky to have come from a place where it is so easy to access wilderness, that when it’s 

not easy, it just makes you realize where you want to be.” Similarly, King (2003) suggested that 

our understanding of ourselves was a matter of perception that developed based on our life 

experiences. King believeed that human identity was dependent on our interactions with our 

physical places and the other species that inhabited them and cautioned against spatial separation 

of humans and their non-human biophysical places.  

Immersing myself in my surroundings helped me feel fully alive:  

As I dive into the lake, I feel the intermingling of molecules at the interface of my body 

and the water. When I walk through the forest blinded by night, each little hair on my 

body stands on end, waiting to bend to the passing movement of a predator. I am 

reminded that I am an animal, I am prey, and I am wild.  

Livingston (1994) called the “tingling, prickling, participatory kindling of the flesh” (p. 5) that 

resulted from moments of becoming one with the biophysical world my “biological memory”; a 

reminder that I was once wild. He suggested those were fleeting moments, rather than evidence 
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that we were one with the other species our places. Livingston wrote: “I am home, and when I 

feel it, I recognize it instantly. I recognize also, that I had forgotten to miss it” (p. 5).  

I cannot deny that there were times when I forgot to miss the feeling of oneness with the 

other species in my place. For example, the excitement of exploring European cities filled with 

art galleries and cafés stole my attention from my relationship with my non-human biophysical 

place for a short time. In Yellowknife, as I hid inside on the darkest and coldest days of winter, I 

did not feel at one with my environment. Withdrawing from my surrounding might have been a 

natural protective instinct against the vulnerability of being maladapted for survival in a new 

habitat where I did not know how to hunt, forage, or defend myself. Unlike Livingston (1994), I 

did not think my feelings of being at home in my world were stirred only from a genetic memory 

passed on to me from my ancestors. Those feelings were, at least in part, related to my own 

memories created from the experiences of my life spent interacting with biophysical places 

where I have lived. 

My sense of place—even my wellbeing—depended on my proximity to biophysical 

places that were diverse and not dominated by humans. I experienced an identity crisis when I 

lacked such proximity because I no longer had a context for understanding myself. If I was not 

so dependent on such diverse biophysical places, maybe I would find a grassy area under a 

maple tree in a city park and rejoice in the songs of the birds who called the tree home or observe 

the wonder of the ants collecting their food. Instead, I judged such places for being overly 

manicured and I failed to recognize what they offered.    

Access to Places for Place-based Education 

I wanted my students to experience and learn to love their environment so deeply that 

they would act to protect their surroundings as adults. Chawla (2006) identified two key 



THE INFLUENCE OF PLACE  85 

  

predictors for adult environmental activism: “positive experiences of natural areas in childhood 

and adolescence and family role models” (p. 59). Given the time I spent with my students, I had 

the capacity to offer those positive experiences and be a significant role model. Most of my 

participants explained how proximity to non-human biophysical spaces influenced their teaching 

by making it easier for them to offer place-based environmental education experiences that 

engaged their students and fostered a love for their environment. 

While discussing the challenges of offering outdoor learning experiences in England and 

Spain, Michelle explained:  

I love nature and I like to teach about it. I found in Nanaimo, it was really easy because I 

knew the terrain and different trees and different animals and everything. I loved going 

out into nature all the time and having that so accessible. I think I taught a lot more 

topics related to environmental education in BC because of that.  

I shared Michelle’s feelings that accessibility helped me offer field-based educational 

experiences for my students. Although I did not know the terrain and species as well in 

Yellowknife, proximity to relatively diverse local ecosystems made it much easier to develop 

meaningful outdoor learning experiences for my students than in Italy. Christina told me that it 

was hard for her to do anything other than approach education from a locally-relevant, place-

based perspective when surrounded by biophysical places where humans were the minority:  

It just seems really obvious to have all of these things, these topics driven by your place. 

These very real things that are happening all around you. How does it happen? Why 

does it happen? There’s just such great natural material to teach and you can literally 

teach them in your backyard. I don’t have to take the kids on a one or two-day trip to go 

see these things. They live it and its right here for every kid. It’s happening right now. In 
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Yellowknife, you can literally take a 5-minute drive or walk half an hour and see or pick 

those plants yourselves. That’s something you can really only do in some places. 

Although Elisabeth shared the challenge of accessing non-human biophysical places that 

supported her personal satisfaction while living in a subdivision in Hamilton, she found it easy to 

incorporate place-based education into the curriculum at her school. In fact, she thought it was 

even easier than when she was teaching in the North because of her school’s proximity to 

outdoor learning places and programs: 

My school was right on the Grand River. It was beautiful. It was very easy to get kids 

outside. I was doing Science again, grade 7. I was more confident as a teacher and we 

had more resources, and getting kids outside was, I guess it was more structure, so it 

was easy to sign up for a park thing. It was easier, programs already existed for kids. 

For Elisabeth, accessibility was not only determined by place, but also by programming to 

support learning in nearby places.  

Sometimes places made it difficult to offer place-based educational experiences because 

of insufficient programming or proximity to desired ecosystems. Michelle expressed the 

challenges of trying to incorporate place-based environmental education experiences into her 

teaching in England and Spain: 

I wanted to teach all my lessons outside. I actually got to teach quite a few outside, but 

they just didn’t have the same effect compared to Nanaimo where [the area] was made 

for outdoor kindergarten. We had a huge forest and we could go every Friday out into 

the park that was nearby with the river. I wish we just had that space. In Europe, it’s just 

hard to find space anywhere. 
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Since some school environments were less ideal than others, a major barrier to place-based 

education could be access to appropriate places. However, my inability to recognize learning 

opportunities in places because I did not perceive them as diverse ecosystems meant that I was 

my own a barrier to engaging my students with their environment. I was stuck in a nostalgia trap, 

as I compared my present places to my past places and failed to see the possibilities that existed 

where I was. 

As I looked back with a gaze of experience, I wished I had taken a more optimistic 

approach to my relationship with my surroundings. If I had adjusted my definition of place, I 

could have developed a deeper relationship to my environment in Italy. That relationship might 

have made me better equipped to nurture my boarding students’ ability to love their new 

environment. Wood et al. (2015) described nostalgia as emotions “arising from positive 

sentimental attachments to a real or imagined past, often serving to create a sense of continuity 

and meaning in one's life” (p. 84). If I took the time to experience and reflect on my 

surroundings in Lanciano, I might have discovered some similarities with the biophysical places 

I loved in Nelson or learned to appreciate in Yellowknife. Instead, I focused on my nostalgia for 

Nelson and what was absent in my new places. 
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Sadness and Resilience: Lessons from Port Hardy and Beyond 

Port Hardy, BC (2009-10): After two years in Italy, the wilds of the Kootenays call me 

home. I am excited to start my teaching career in Nelson, but I am also nervous about 

the inconsistent income of a teacher-on-call. While camping at Rathtrevor Park on 

Labour Day long weekend, I receive a call from a school in Port Hardy. They would like to 

hire me! I know nothing about Port Hardy, but how can I pass up a full-time job? Within 

twenty-four hours I fly back to Nelson, quickly pack clothes and a sleeping bag, and start 

my long drive to yet another place I never imagined I would go.  

I arrive in Port Hardy half-way through the first day of school. After I attend 

some meetings, I begin my search for a place to rent so that I have somewhere to sleep 

tonight! By evening, I find a place to live. As I spread a blanket over my air bed and 

settle in for another adventure, I wonder about this new place I am about to call home.  

I spend the next few months trying to orient to this new place. I am most struck 

by the juxtaposition of intensely wild beauty and sadness here. Port Hardy is so different 

from Italy. In Italy, sounds of laughter and music flood the streets and dance in the 

evening breeze. In Port Hardy, the darkness of winter was darker than my darkest night 

in Yellowknife. The clouds block any chance for light or sound other than the constant 

beat of falling rain. There are no northern lights to provide relief from this dark sky. The 

degree of wildness in Port Hardy is different, yet comparable to Yellowknife in its 

grandness and isolation. I feel more at home amongst the giant trees and sandy coastal 

beaches of Vancouver Island, but I have never experienced abundance and diversity of 

life in the way it exists here.  
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Although I am surrounded by such biological richness, for the first time in my 

career I am not teaching biology. I feel an unexpected sense of loss while I imagine all 

the incredible projects I could do in this ecological wonderland. As I try to find ways to 

incorporate my passion for ecology into Science 10, I am shocked and saddened to 

discover how the fish farming industry is thriving through ecological destruction and 

exploitation of the depressed economy. I struggle with the moral obligation I feel to 

expand my students’ understanding of this controversial local issue. 

I spend my weekends familiarizing myself with this new place. After two years 

living without my car in Italy, I am taking full advantage of the freedom my vehicle 

provides me to explore the many new wonders that surround me. The wild beauty 

becomes my light in the darkness that is crushing me.  

Emotional Exhaustion 

In Port Hardy, I watched many of my students struggle due to complex socio-economic 

issues stemming from challenging economic conditions and the compounding multi-generational 

trauma of residential schools and cultural genocide. I empathized with their pain and suffering, 

and began to internalize some of my students’ sadness. Hochschild (1993) explained that a 

caring profession such as teaching involved considerable job-related stress due to the high degree 

of emotional labor required. Regardless of how I felt outside of school, I tried to harness all of 

my energy to project enthusiasm, passion, and love for learning in the classroom. However, I 

was growing emotionally exhausted and feeling less fulfilled by my work.  

Even on my most difficult days in Yellowknife or Italy, I could find moments of joy by 

sharing my love for biology with my students. However, in Port Hardy, I did not get to teach the 

subject for which I was most passionate, and found less enjoyment in teaching. Keller, Chang, 
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Becker, Goetz, and Frenzel (2014) suggested that lack of enjoyment contributed to a greater 

degree of emotional labor, while Kunter, Frenzel, Nagy, Baumert, and Pekrun (2011) explained 

that decreased enthusiasm for work lead to emotional exhaustion. I felt exhausted. Once again, I 

found myself starting over professionally and personally in a new, rainy, dark place. After five 

years of teaching, I thought I might leave the profession. 

Wuethrich (2002) described how “life proceeds through uneven rhythms of change–slow 

periods of gradual change and sudden surprises” (Chapter 1, para. 1). Port Hardy was one of 

those sudden surprises for me. The adaptive cycle model offered a metaphor for how both 

ecological and social systems responded to change as they moved through four phases: rapid 

growth, conservation, release/creative destruction and renewal/reorganization (Wuethrich, 

2002). While there were some differences between ecological and human systems, this model 

was applicable to the challenges I was experiencing with change in my own life in Port Hardy.  

My first month at the school involved rapid growth in my personal and professional life 

as everything was new and exciting. However, as the newness wore off, I entered the 

conservation phase that felt like less growth as I got into a monotonous rhythm of work 

associated with teaching provincially examinable courses: prep, teach, mark, repeat. As my 

familiarity with the town grew, I become cognizant of the sadness around me. I was unsure of 

my ability to cope with the stress brought on by my most recent change in place. Did the system 

within which I was living have capacity for resilience? Did I? Davenport (2017) described 

resiliency “as the process of skillfully navigating through crisis with the ability to 

psychologically ‘bounce back’ from times of high distress” (p. 25). I did not feel resilient. In 

fact, I knew would leave teaching if I stayed in Port Hardy. I had to leave Port Hardy, but I also 

wanted to be the best teacher I could be while I remained. At the time, I did not realize that I was 
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starting to explore ways to build my capacity for resilience, which would support me through 

that change until a new opportunity arose. 

Anxiety and Responsibility  

In addition to work-related stress, my emerging understanding of the ecology of Port 

Hardy made me worry about the local ecosystem. As I familiarized myself with my new place, I 

learned of the ecological disaster resulting from a burgeoning fish farm industry. I was 

devastated by the negative impacts of the farms on the local marine ecosystem (Slinger, 2005). 

As a teacher in a community that was supported by the fish farm industry, I felt conflicted. I 

needed to fulfill my moral obligations as a teacher, which Goleman, Bennett, and Barlow (2012) 

describe as the responsibility to “cultivate and rapidly spread new ways of thinking” 

(Introduction, para. 6-12). My anxiety for the impact on an ecosystem that I loved and my deep 

concern for the state of the environment overrode my concern for the potential response from my 

new community. I felt I needed to be the outsider who shook up the group think. 

In conversation with my participants, I discovered I was not alone in my feelings of 

anxiety for the environmental destruction I saw in the world around me. Christina expressed 

worry and shared concern for her perception of the ecological ethics of our students and 

community when we first arrived in Yellowknife: “There is no recycling. It’s almost like you 

have unlimited resources up here. Why don’t we talk about the importance of recycling?” 

Michelle also felt concern for environmental degradation: “It makes me feel like I need to do 

something to help.” Likewise, Elisabeth articulated her feelings of anxiety that arise from 

environmental destruction: “I start to panic when I think that nature is disappearing. When I 

really start thinking about our planet and what’s happening, I feel helpless and saddened.” Jody 

also had similar feelings of helplessness:  



THE INFLUENCE OF PLACE  92 

  

I worry about the environment. The worry often makes me feel helpless in the actions of 

others, but mindful of my part in protecting the Earth. I do despair that those who care 

are slapping Band-Aids on gaping wounds that others, especially the older generation, 

keep hacking open.  

Like most teachers and environmental educators, my participants and I carried heavy 

burdens. Those burdens were not easily left at our workplace (Ingersoll, 2002; Karsenti & Collin, 

2013; Stoel & Thant, 2002). We brought our stress home where it had the potential to impact our 

personal wellbeing, just as we carried our personal struggles with us to work where they could 

impact what we did with our students. By admitting that I struggled in Port Hardy, I could start 

to be intentional about caring for myself and avoid burning out by building emotional resiliency. 

Part of my intentionality was recognizing the restorative potential of spending time in my 

environment.  

Building Resiliency and Wellbeing 

Walking 

  

Silence,  

save the wind-tussled branches, 

save the waves eroding the sand. 

save a raven or ten, an eagle or twenty.  

  

Walk, walking, walk. 

  

When things break, we try to fix them,  

but am I equipped to repair? 

Avoid the broken or break.  

  

Walk, walking, walk.  

  

Renewing tide, what surprises,  

what magnificent exemplars of life you bring. 

Look, wonder, awe.  

Water trickles over the rippled sand,  

as the sea calls it home,  
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Carrying away the troubles of my day.  

  

The dark forest towering,  

resilient and protective. 

What secrets, what histories does it hold? 

Eyes I cannot see, watching me.  

Am I lonely? I am not alone  

in a place that is not home 

at the end of this world.  

  

Where is home? 

In her clinicians guide, Emotional Resiliency in the Era of Climate Change, Davenport 

(2017) identified some characteristics of resiliency:  

Accepting the reality of change, focusing on what can be done, engaging in meaningful 

conversations and action, nurturing creativity, encouraging flexibility and curiosity, 

expanding mindful awareness of the connections between thoughts, emotions, [and] 

physiology, and joining with others to build community. (p. 25) 

While in Port Hardy, I unknowingly focused on many of those characteristics, and explored 

some other aspects of place that increased my wellbeing and resiliency.  

Curiosity and community. The poem, “Walking,” highlighted some significant lessons 

from my time in Port Hardy. I discovered that I could be resilient when faced with overwhelming 

emotional distress if I made time and space for curiosity about my environment and community. 

While this community included people, it also included my surroundings and the company of the 

species that inhabited my place. Pilisuk (2001) suggested that time spent immersed in nature 

helped us to feel a part of the ecosystem within which we lived and was a part of self-care that 

contributed to mental wellbeing. 

In Port Hardy, my communion with place took the form of walks along the magnificent 

Storey’s Beach that was just a short walk from my house. It was rare that I crossed paths with 
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other humans there, but the biotic wonders that the tide carried in and attracted captivated my 

imagination and inspired my curiosity for my new place. Hanh (1975) wrote: “every day we are 

engaged in a miracle which we don’t even recognize: a blue sky, white clouds, green leaves, the 

black, curious eyes of a child—our own two eyes. All is a miracle” (p. 18). However, sometimes 

we forgot to be curious.  

Walking along the beach connected me with my non-human community and my curiosity 

brought me into the moment of experience and away from the emotional baggage I brought 

home from work. McDonald, Wearing, and Ponting (2009) described those moments where we 

became completely absorbed in the physical wonder and awe of our surroundings as “peak 

experiences,” which had the potential to contribute to our happiness and wellbeing. I came to 

depend on the time I spent exploring and walking the shore. My walks lifted the sadness of my 

days. Like the sun burning away the morning fog, my walks also brought me clarity of mind. 

Similar to my experience with the northern lights, I was reminded that I had much to be grateful 

for in my surroundings. My walks often felt spiritual as I bathed in the wonder of the world. 

I continued the practice of walking in rich ecological places after I left Port Hardy. I 

became particularly dependent on walking in the forest to cope with the intense stress of 

simultaneously being a full-time teacher and a full-time graduate student. Sometimes I returned 

home from work and felt as desperate to get into the forest as my dog. Although I did not always 

find the darkness of winter challenging, it was almost unbearable last year (Winter, 2016): 

Winter  

The destructive darkness of winter, 

but it was not always so. 

  

So much longer and darker  

were the northern winters of my exposed youth. 

Yet the darkness did not feel destructive  

in a life mostly spent avoiding the cold. 
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How has this thief of light defeated me? 

  

This pirate of freedom casts its shadows.  

The green spaces that once flourished between trees, 

now transformed;  

gateways to unknown horrors. 

  

I did not realize the depths of my dependence. 

The rhythm of the forest slows my racing heart, 

the symphony of quiet sounds silences my mind.  

My escape from the world 

… into the world? 

... into me? 

As I wrote this thesis, I came to the realization that the act of walking and the feeling of 

belonging to a greater biotic community were not the only factors that contributed to my 

resilience. Nurturing my creativity was also important. 

Nurturing creativity. The beautiful environment of Port Hardy evoked a creativity in 

me that helped to build my resilience. Berry (1999) said, “I speak of the wild dimension of 

existence and the reverence and fear associated with the wild, since precisely here is where life 

and existence and art itself begin” (p. 50). My fear and excitement toward my surroundings in 

Port Hardy demanded that I live in the moment of experience.  

Wild creativity 

In awe, wild wonder surrounds me. 

Creative energy crashes into me  

with the force of a stormy winter wave. 

A remarkably beautiful juxtaposition: 

soft, sandy mudflats sweep against a rugged shoreline.   

Mesmerized by magnified versions of southern counterparts 

brought in by the changing tide,  

I am inspired. 

King (2003) explained:  

… our ability to care about what happens to nature may depend in part on the extent to 

which nature figures meaningfully in our experience of the lived environment. It is this 
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relationship to nature that both enables specific natural places to evoke a sense of 

meaningfulness and also encourages concrete imaginative connection with nature rather 

than merely abstract dependence. (p. 6) 

Like walking, immersing myself in the creative activities of observing and interpreting my new 

ecosystem brought me into the immediate experience of wonder and creation and away from 

analyzing the troubles of my day. Although I never seemed to be able to capture the full essence 

of my experience, I used the lens of my camera a well as my paint brush to intimately explore 

my new place.  

 

Figure 2. The ever-changing tides washed wonders ashore and pulled me into the moment of 

experience at Storey’s Beach in Port Hardy. 

In their evaluation of the importance of imagination in place-making and environmental 

education, Fettes and Judson (2011) identified three main components of imagination: emotional 

engagement, active cognition, and a sense of possibility. They highlighted the importance of 



THE INFLUENCE OF PLACE  97 

  

feelings and meaningful experiences with places over passive acquisition of knowledge and 

recognized “that there [was] more to a place than [met] the eye, an inexhaustible and ever-

present depth of meaning” (p. 124). Allowing time for creative exploration of my new place 

opened my eyes, my imagination, and my heart. Consequently, the creative processes that were 

inspired by my surroundings contributed to the expansion of my ecological understanding and 

helped me bond to my new surroundings.  

While I depended on my surroundings for temporary releases from despair, I felt my 

wonder for the world around me was evolving into something more powerful. Macy and 

Johnstone (2012) explained: “Life has a powerful creative energy and manifests a powerful 

desire to continue. When we align ourselves with the wellbeing of our world, we allow that 

desire and creative energy to act through us” (Chapter 5, “Restoring,” para. 3). I felt creative 

energy and an improved sense of wellbeing while I spent time on the beach. I could feel the 

resilience of the Earth around me and I think it started to act through me by inspiring me to 

action. Simultaneousy, creative energy was reinforcing resilience within me.   

Focusing and engaging in meaningful work. One way that my participants and I built 

resiliency was by focusing our energy on action and engagement in meaningful conversation 

with our students. Weintrobe (2009) described how people could respond to the despair of 

climate change with an extreme anxiety-inducing form of denial called disavowal, where “reality 

can be seen and not seen at one and the same time” (p. 38). Engaging my students in ecological 

learning opportunities helped me avoid disavowal and hopelessness about local or global 

environmental threats and helped me relate to my place. Below is a memory of my experiences 

in Port Hardy: 
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I can feel myself feeling slipping into depression. I have an unfamiliar feeling of 

hopelessness as I begin to drown in the social and ecological despair that surrounds me. 

Unwilling to drown, I decide the only other option is action. I suggest we start a student 

mentorship program designed after the one that was successful in Yellowknife but 

cannot seem to find the support for it here. However, I can try to do something about 

the ecological crisis of fish farms. I want to protect the beauty and diversity I have come 

to love during my walks at Storey’s Beach.  

I find some like-minded students and form Port Hardy’s first Green Team. 

Together, we travel to Port McNeil to attend an environmental education conference 

where my students and I get to learn from local marine science and conservation 

experts. I hope my students will share what they learn with their peers and families. I 

want to do more about fish farms and decide to try to initiate change by raising 

awareness with my students. I decide to host a town hall style classroom debate with 

my Science 10’s so they can determine whether we should remove fish farms from our 

local waters.  

In preparation for the debate, my students brainstorm stakeholder positions—

including orca and salmon—and interview locals. On the day of the debate many of my 

students dress in the character of the stakeholder they represent. The debate is full of 

passion, emotion and respect. I can feel a rising awareness of the ecological challenges 

posed by fish farms. My time with my students in Port Hardy is limited, and I wish I 

could do more, but I hope I am contributing to a shift in thinking about fish farms. 
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Taking action, even in a small capacity, has me excited about my work again as my 

energy reservoir begins to refill.  

Choosing to engage in local environmental issues was not always easy. I had to be careful 

to offer learning experiences that helped my students expand their understanding, but did not tell 

them what they should think. Macy and Johnstone (2012) suggested that we could not always 

avoid tricky situations: 

Increasing our felt connectedness with life on Earth will not always bring us ease and 

harmony. . . . When we are facing hard decisions, a question that can help orientate us is, 

“What happens through you?” Our decisions are like rudders that steer the flow not only 

of our lives but also of the unfolding stories we participate in. (Chapter 5, “Increased 

Connectivity,” para. 1-7) 

As a teacher who cared for the environment, I often felt the need to raise controversial 

issues that contributed to the growth of ideas and actions in the communities where I worked. 

Macy and Johnstone explained: 

The courage to listen to our conscience and live our own truth is integral to joining, rather 

than merging, with the larger circles of life we belong to. . . . The experience of 

connectedness with a healthy community has similar qualities; it brings out our latent, 

distinctive gifts. (Chapter 5, "Interconnectedness," para. 2) 

Although my own sense of place and ecological ethics was not always shared by others, I could 

try to engage my new communities in meaningful conversations. While it was sometimes 

difficult, addressing controversies and ecological injustices helped contribute to the wellbeing of 

my new places and to my personal resiliency as I engaged my passions and found allies that 

expanded my connection to my new places.  
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My participants explained how their work with students helped them overcome their 

anxiety about the environment. Michelle shared how her anxiety about environmental 

degradation stimulated an action-oriented response: 

It makes me feel like I need to do something to help, like trying to figure out how to 

work with little kids, especially, and get them to understand and figure out how they can 

help, so I started teaching more and more about reduce, reuse, recycle, and doing 

lessons outside. If you don’t have any attachment to nature, then you don’t actually 

care about the environment so you’re not going to do anything.  

Elisabeth also found her work with her students was motivated by her feelings of helpless about 

the state of the environment and her desire to improve it: 

I try to teach students basic practices, I incorporate environmental issues into our 

discussions and reading, and most of all I try to help students understand the 

importance of political participation emphasizing that this is how we can influence 

change. 

Likewise, Jody described how she dealt with feelings of helplessness: 

I teach both my son and my students about why it is important to treat the Earth well, 

as they are the ones who have to live with this dirty, sick planet inherited from their 

ancestors. I refer to turning out the lights in the classroom as 'saving a polar bear.' I also 

demonstrate my appreciation of nature through genuine excitement over the creatures 

and plants that surround us. This helps instill a love for what needs protecting. 

My participants felt that raising awareness for environmental issues and inspiring action in their 

students helped them to feel more hopeful.   
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Similarly, my students offered me hope and the potential for positive change in the face 

of the despair I felt about the environment. In every school where I taught, I started or supported 

the continuation of a Green Team for students where we took action to build hope. In Italy and 

the Cowichan Valley, I challenged my students to take on local action projects. Their energy, 

enthusiasm, and belief that they were capable of creating change was inspiring. I found hope in 

the possibility that they might scale up their actions as adults. That hope contributed to my 

resilience, motivated me to continue my work, and helped me bond to my new places.  

Expanding mindful awareness. All of my participants shared an understanding that 

spending time in their biophysical places positively impacted their wellbeing, which contributed 

to their resilience. Elisabeth explained that spending time in her biophysical place was 

important while living in Fort Good Hope: “I wanted to get outside because I didn’t believe 

in exercise, but I believed in going out. I wanted to spend time outside for my mind. I 

found being outside most relaxing. Stress went away when I went out.” Her use of the 

word “believe” made it seem like going outside was almost spirituality. Michelle also 

expressed how she felt when outside exploring her natural surroundings: “I feel happy and… 

where I belong.” Like Elisabeth, Michelle also associated time in her natural environment 

with a decrease in stress: “Being in nature just helps me. I need it. It just is a stress release, 

I get anxiety if I am not in it. I think because I am used to it. I just need it to feel good.” 

Both Elisabeth and Michelle noted that their mental health improved when they spent time in 

non-human surroundings. A growing field of research recognized the positive influence of time 

spent with non-human components of place on wellbeing (Barton & Pretty, 2010; Brymer et al., 

2010; Chawla, 2015; Chow & Lau, 2015; Cleary et al., 2017; Maller et al., 2006). 
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While Christina told me that spending solitary reflective time in her physical 

surroundings was restorative, her words suggested more than a physical connection with her 

environment. For Christina, spending time in her special places seemed to be spiritual 

experiences that positively impacted her wellbeing: 

I need to find those special places that make me feel, calm. For me it’s a very 

peaceful place, this area on the rocks, if the bugs aren’t bad, I’ll just sit out. It’s just 

calm, it’s calming. It’s my happy place. It’s where I like to feel like I’m not so busy. 

It’s very soothing, it’s healing almost. I find on the actual rock and close to water. 

There’s always rock, rock is always very important to me. I am fascinated by it, I am 

calmed by it.  

And water, now I don’t know why, maybe because I like to be in the water or 

on the water. There’s just something there too. Growing up in Saskatchewan, we 

had to travel to where water and rock was. It wasn’t a natural thing for me, but I 

would always go to it. I was always attracted to it.  

I have to leave the city, I can’t just go climb on the rocks behind the house, 

it’s not the same thing. That’s what I feel like I need, I need to heal, I need to quiet 

my mind. When I’m a classroom teacher, I find being outside grounds me. I think it 

has to be a very physical thing. When I’m stressed out or I feel too busy, literally 

standing on the ground out on the land, not just in my yard, but away from 

everything else, gives me a center, an ability to ground myself. I don’t think I 

realized the need to ground myself until I came to Yellowknife. I just don’t 

remember it being as important as when I removed myself from where I grew up.   
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I felt like I needed to reconnect and ground myself here and it became more 

important because it was a different place for me. I had to make that connection, I 

had to physically make that connection up here because I wasn’t born into it. I felt it 

was important. I think the first year I didn’t do that, and it was a lot more stressful 

teaching than it probably had to be. If I had just taken that time to ground myself. 

To be outside where I felt peaceful. I never felt like I gave myself the time to do 

that, and I never felt like it was part of the teacher orientation coming up here.  

In Yellowknife, Christina believed she was in the place where she belonged more than 

anywhere else, and that is why she was able to feel such peace. Hanh (1975), on the other hand, 

suggested that we should be able to find that feeling of peace regardless of our location: 

If you cannot find joy and peace in these very moments of sitting, then the future itself 

will only flow by as a river flows by, you will not be able to hold it back, you will be 

incapable of living the future when it has become the present. Joy and peace are possible 

in this very hour of sitting. If you cannot find it here, you won’t find it anywhere. . . . 

Find joy and peace in this very moment. . . This is your own time. This spot where you sit 

is your own spot. It is on this very spot and in this very moment that you can become 

enlightened. You don’t have to sit beneath a special tree in a distant land. (pp. 56-57) 

Those not as practiced in mindfulness as Hanh might struggle to find peace and joy 

anywhere at any time. The ability to do so comes with focused mindful awareness. However, I 

think Christina described how the process of grounding was much more than a need for a 

physical connection to her place. It was also a need to spend time with herself in communion 

with her place. A comfortable place made it easier for her to do so. Those moments where 
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Christina stepped away from everything else allowed her to be fully present on the land, rather 

than focused on what had happened or what would happen.  

Macy and Johnstone (2012) explained: “These cherished moments, which some would 

describe as spiritual experiences, nourish us. They pull us out of preoccupation with our personal 

details and into a larger, more mysterious, and magical experience of being alive” (Chapter Five, 

"Transforming," para. 4). That was how I felt about my walks along Storey’s Beach, and my 

forest walks in the Cowichan Valley. Those moments nourished me and made it easier for me to 

feel a sense of oneness with the place where I lived and the species that inhabited that place. I 

struggled to achieve the same level of mindful awareness when in the middle of a city.  

Similar to Christina, Jody also found that spending time in her special spot benefitted 

her mental wellbeing:  

When I was in the woods with Talisker [my dog], especially by that pond, I felt very 

peaceful. I felt like I do after I do yoga or meditation, because it was so quiet and 

peaceful, and there were never any people around. I’d always feel happy with 

everything, up at that pond. I felt like nature was working with me. It was very strange.  

Jody described how she felt that nature was working with her. I think her feeling of 

strangeness related to the peace and comfort she experienced. That feeling might have been 

part of a subconscious recognition that she was part of nature, and nature was within her. 

Jody was not sure quite how to explain her experiences, “I don’t know if spiritual is the right 

word. In certain places, I’ll just feel like everything is good in the world.” 

Jody’s reference to spirituality made me think of a moment I shared with my mom: 

On a snowy winter walk in the forest, my mom tries to share her spiritual relationship 

with her surroundings. In my late adolescence, I am not sure I am ready to hear what 
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she is telling me. I do not realize that this will become a pivotal moment in my 

relationship with my surroundings. It will set me on a course to try to hear the trees 

speak to me and perhaps even through me.  

We reach a large boulder marking the opening of the tree-lined trail above our 

neighborhood that used to be home to the Burlington Northern train track. The boulder 

is covered in light powdery snow. My mom arches her back over the boulder and is 

silent for a minute. Then she asks me to join her and tells me to listen. I try to hear what 

she hears. Is it the sound of snow falling from branches? Is it the North wind whistling 

through our valley? What does she hear that I cannot? She hears the trees speak. 

I was looking for something literal, while my mother was trying to share something spiritual. I 

dismissed her because my scientific thinking told me she was anthropomorphizing; trees could 

not speak. My mom connected to our place in a way that I did not understand. My connection to 

my surroundings was deep, but it took me years to move beyond a literal connection. Several 

years later my mother and I went to Avatar Grove3 with a large group of people. She was 

disappointed with the visit because she could not hear the ancient trees speak to her over the 

noise and energy of the crowd.  

I understood her. It was not about hearing the trees speak. Instead, it was about feeling 

part of something greater. It was about a moment in time when I was able to feel completely 

alive and interconnected with the other-than-human aspects of my world. Taylor (2009) would 

likely describe my mother’s spiritual experience as dark green religion, which “promotes an 

                                                 

 

3 Avatar Grove is an old growth forest is an Old-Growth Management area that was identified and protected from 

logging by the  Ancient Forest Alliance.  
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ethics of kinship between human beings and other life forms” (p. 89). I think the feelings of 

spirituality that many of participants shared were about taking moments in our busy lives to 

listen to our world and ourselves, and to understand that we are one and the same. Gruenewald 

(2003) said that “places themselves have something to say. Human beings. . . must learn to 

listen” (p. 624). I wanted to help my students hear what their places had to say to them, to 

understand that they had a kinship with all the species on the planet—even when they felt 

completely separated from them—and most importantly, to find the sense of oneness within 

themselves. Those were some of my greatest challenges as a teacher, but I felt that them 

becoming increasingly surmountable as I expanded my understanding of my sense of place. 

Jody helped me understand some of the challenges my students faced when trying to 

find the oneness within themselves. She shared her feeling of disconnection from her place 

after experiencing the emotional trauma of losing her dog, whom she associated with much 

of her time outdoors. Jody explained: “I still like nature, but I don’t go out in nature any more, 

not the way I did [before Talisker died]. It is too hard without him.” Chocolate and indoor 

exercise were how she coped with her despair and work-related stress. I hoped that Jody 

would return to her outdoor spaces and find similar feelings of peace and wellbeing in the 

absence of her companion. 

My response to the recent loss of my grandmother, with whom I shared many joyful 

experiences in my environment, was different from Jody’s. While time in my new 

surroundings continued to provide comfort, there was something greater to learn: 

Free me 

  

Dried from yet another summer drought. 

The sounds of breaking branches 

and crackling leaves beneath my feet, 

are dampened by the long-promised autumn rains.  
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Deep breaths fill me with sweetly scented earth,  

hinting of a cyclical shift,  

while triggering an internal transformation 

within me. 

  

The trees, old friends,  

draw me into silent conversations,  

and I forget.  

  

I forget what dementia and old age have stolen. 

I forget crippling stress and anxiety; 

products of too much work and too little joy. 

  

For a short moment,  

I simply live. 

Jody told me that she did not feel that her non-human surroundings were as 

important to her as they were to some people. Yet she compared her time spent at her 

favorite pond to how she felt after yoga or meditation. As Macy and Johnstone (2012) 

explained that the importance of the special experiences we had in our places was about more 

than the places themselves. Hanh (1975) said, “Sitting in meditation is nourishment for your 

spirit and nourishment for your body, as well. Through sitting, our bodies obtain harmony, feel 

lighter, and are more at peace” (p. 67). Maybe my non-human places influenced me and made it 

easier for me to feel a sense of oneness with the world. Whether sitting or walking, when I 

chose to allow myself time for spiritual nourishment. That nourishment was just as 

important as the meals I ate.  

If Jody was similar to me, then she would find it difficult to access spiritual 

nourishment away from the pond. I asked Jody if she felt that oneness with other species, in 

herself. Jody responded, “I don't feel that the wildness that I have experienced travels with 

me and is internal.” Initially, it was challenging to realize that the peace, freedom from stress, 

or happiness that I felt when I spent time in biophysical places actually resulted from a growing 
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awareness of oneness with other living organisms in the world. Hanh (1975) explained: “When 

we practice mindfulness of objects outside ourselves, then the knowledge of these objects is also 

mind. Therefore, the contemplation of the nature of interdependence of all objects is also the 

contemplation of the mind” (p. 71). As my mother listened to the trees speak or Jody meditated 

over a cup of tea in the comfort of her house, they allowed themselves to expand their 

understanding of themselves in relation to their world.  

Although the physical space was new and different, my walks along Storey’s Beach 

provided me with an opportunity to develop an awareness of myself. Although I did not realize 

it at the time, I was practicing mindfulness by walking and spending time with the other species 

in my surroundings. I started to listen to what I had not been able to hear, and to observe what I 

had not seen before. I started to feel myself as a part of an interdependent world. 

Accepting the reality of change. Recognizing the reality of change, even when I chose 

to create change, was an important aspect of building resiliency. I struggled to accept the realities 

of changing places and their influence on my capacity to teach. I spent too much time looking for 

what was absent from my new places and missed some of their wonders. Much of my adult life 

was a whirlwind of intense work and exciting adventures. There was not time, nor I did make 

time, for reflection.  

I am undone 

Deconstruction and reconstruction. 

Experience alters me,  

as I learn who I am,  

who I might become,  

and who I have always been. 

Changing places and perspectives, 

always here, within me.  

Undone. 
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Undone referred to my evolving nature and my growing understanding of the importance 

of looking inward. A great gift of this graduate program was learning that spending time with 

myself—through self-reflection and time in my surroundings—was essential to my wellbeing, 

adaptability, resilience, and my ability to sustain my career as an ecologically-minded teacher. 

Part of my learning to accept the reality of change was to also recognize that change was 

sometimes necessary for my own wellbeing. As much as I was learning that I could find strength 

within myself and from my surroundings, sometimes the external biophysical factors were not 

enough. There were sociocultural factors that were also affecting my resiliency. Although I felt 

like I was giving up by leaving Port Hardy, I did not feel I would make a significant contribution 

to positive change if I remained. I realized staying could deplete my emotional reservoirs beyond 

repair. I did not want to stop my work as a teacher and environmental educator, so I had to move 

on.  
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Conduits to Place: Lessons from the Cowichan Valley and Beyond 

Searching for Home 

Like a salmon, 

I swam out to sea 

to grow. 

 

It was more frightening, 

and more beautiful 

than I imagined. 

 

When the time came, 

I swam towards home, 

and ran into a log jam.  

What happened when we were unable to return to our physical homes? I wandered, a 

little dazed by nostalgia and solastalgia, and failed to fully open myself to the possibility of 

developing meaningful connections with new places. Other participants adapted; they accepted 

the reality of change and sought opportunities in newness. Adaptability was important for a 

resilient response to a change in circumstances. Resilience could be described as the ability of a 

“system to withstand disturbance and still continue to function” (Wuethrich, 2002, Chapter 3, 

para. 1). The definition of resilience was analogous to my own life and system. To be resilient, I 

needed to let go of the places that I no longer lived. I needed to look inward to discover what 

remained, and I needed to open myself up to—even search for—meaningful experiences in my 

new places. Elisabeth told me that she found it possible to connect with her new places and that 

“You do find [connection] when you are looking for it.” Developing a sense of place in new 

environments sometimes demanded intentional effort and even required support, or what Jody 

described as conduits to our new places.  

Some participants sought adventure in their new places, easily built connections with 

their new human and non-human communities and recognized their inner sense of oneness with 

their world—a sense of place that accompanied them wherever they went. Their sense of place in 
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their new land emerged with little effort. However, some people struggled in new surroundings. 

Unsure of who to ask for help to reestablish a sense of place, they found it difficult to identify a 

fulfilling interconnectedness within themselves:  

Jody and I sit in her dining room enjoying a warm cup of tea as she generously shares 

the stories of her life and her relationship to her surroundings. As she describes how she 

connects with her surroundings, she mentions that her husband is a “conduit” to her 

environment. As I gaze out at the breathtaking view of Saltspring Island through the 

windows, I ponder her meaning of the word. Conduits help in transmission. For Jody, 

there are people, and even places, that act as her conduits to nature. They help her to 

realize her connectedness with her surroundings. What helps me to connect with my 

new surroundings? 

Just like physical places and the organisms that inhabited them, people and emotional 

experiences helped me to develop meaning and form attachments to my new places, which 

Kudryavtsev et al. (2012) recognized as two main aspects of sense of place. Although this thesis 

focused on the biophysical aspects of place, I recognized that Ardoin's (2006) other aspects of 

place attachment also contributed to the development of my sense of place: sociocultural, 

psychological, and even political economic.  

Sociocultural Conduits to New Places 

Like a scientist isolating a variable, I tried to separate the biophysical aspects of sense of 

place from the human ones to discover how I was impacted by my relationship with non-human 

surroundings. I realized the impossibility of studying one aspect of a lived experience without 

acknowledging that it was unavoidably influenced by other aspects of that experience. While I 

focused on relationship with non-human places, I also needed to give some space to the role of 
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socio-cultural aspects of place in expanding the sense of place for teachers or anyone else 

changing places. Dewey (1938) suggested: “all human experience is ultimately social: that it 

involves contact and communication” (p. 38). The word social, made me immediately think of 

other people, but I also realized social related to other species such as my dog, birds, and even 

trees.  

Dogs as social conduits. Bella is my dog, my adventure companion, and an important  

 

 
Figure 3. Bella accompanied me on a paddle and acted as a conduit to my place. 

conduit to my place. She entered my life part way through my first year of living in the 

Cowichan Valley and continued to strengthen my relationship with my surroundings. Every day 

when I arrived home from work, she greeted me with excitement and anticipation. I felt 

obligated to fulfill her desire to explore the world. Whether it was raining or shining, every day 



THE INFLUENCE OF PLACE  113 

  

we adventured to the lake or into the forest. In fact, as I typed those words, she was groaning—

her reminder to me that it was time to go outside and interact with the world:  

Lake Cowichan, BC (Spring, 2016): As I follow Bella up the narrow trail above Cowichan 

Lake, a sense of calm takes hold of me. I forget about the pile of marking that needs to 

be completed before I can tackle the report cards that are due. I do not carry the weight 

of the paper that needs writing up the mountain with me. Instead, I just take a deep 

breath and put one foot in front of the other. The only sounds are the singing of birds as 

they pass through on their annual spring migration, and the occasional crashing of Bella 

as she continues her ever unsuccessful attempt at rabbit hunting through the Scotch 

broom.  

I am surprised by the warmth of the sun as I climb toward the plateau. The sun, 

such a scarce visitor in the winter, reminds me of the promise of summer and its relief 

from the stress of balancing teaching and graduate studies. I reach a stump, sit down, 

close my eyes, and feel the joy of being alive and outside. I hear a noise and open my 

eyes as a rabbit hops out of a nearby bush. The rabbit’s large, dark eyes seem to 

question me on the whereabouts of Bella. I shrug in response, close my eyes again, and 

enjoy the sun’s rays on my skin.  

The peace of the moment is short-lived. Intense barking breaks the silence as 

Bella shouts to me from somewhere in the woods. Although it is her bark, it carries an 

unrecognizable tone. It is not the defensive bark that Bella uses to greet a stranger on 

the path. It seems to have a sense of urgency or fear. My heart beats rapidly as I leave 

the logged clearing and run into a small, dense stretch of forest that separates me from 
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the next logged mountain peak. I shout for Bella as I run, pleading for her to leave 

whatever she has found and return to me. It is a little late for regrets, but I wish I had 

heeded my kind neighbor's advice to carry some protection in the forest. All of a 

sudden, a panting Bella crashes through a deep wall of young fir and salal. She wraps 

herself around my legs, nudging me in search of comfort. Fortunately, whatever animal 

is out there does not follow her to the trail. As we hurry back to the sunshine, I shout 

loudly to warn the other forest inhabitants that we are on our way. I hear a squirrel 

respond and wonder if it is saying goodbye to Bella.  

My interactions with Bella were social and, like other animal companions I had during 

my life, she taught me a great deal about my place within the world. Kohak (2000) also 

recognized the significance of human-pet relationships: 

Observing animal pets leads to an awareness of animals no longer as tools but as subjects. 

The more humans observe animals in themselves and for themselves, the more we 

encounter the view of animals as feeling, thinking, and responsible. That leads to a 

reexamination of the conceptions of human superiority. (p. 28)  

Bella was a conduit to my surroundings in two ways: she helped me to understand that I was a 

part of the living world—not only a human, but an animal living as part of an ecosystem 

interacting with other oganisms—and she helped me to access my surroundings by providing 

social comfort, motivation and companionship while we explored. 

My experience in the forest with Bella was a social experience involving an abundance of 

communication between the two of us. However, my interaction with the rabbit was also an 

example of human and non-human social interaction. I imagined the birds singing in response to 

my presence, but their singing might have been regardless of my presence. I was not sure if an 
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experience was social if I gave nothing in return, or if my presence in a shared space was enough 

to qualify as a social interaction.  

Sometimes I felt the comfort of the trees surrounding me, as if they were sharing their 

stories and providing me counsel. Other times I feared what they hid from me. Were my 

interactions with the trees social? In The Hidden Life of Trees, Wohlleben (2016) challenged my 

perception of social interaction with non-human organisms by suggesting that trees were capable 

of communication and feeling. Although the trees’ responses may have been physiologically 

different from mine, they responded to my presence in the forest nonetheless. Knowing this 

affected my interactions with the plants and other organisms around me; it raised my awareness 

of our interconnectedness. 

Like me, Jody also recognized a social relationship with animals and their ability to act as 

conduits to place. When her dog was alive, he encouraged her to spend time outside experiencing 

her surroundings. Jody explained: “I wouldn’t go in unusual places without him. I felt safe 

because I had Talisker. I always knew with Talisker, despite all his issues, he would never let 

anybody hurt me.” Her positive response to her surroundings was also heightened by her dog’s 

excitement for the outdoors: “Running with Talisker, he would just be like a bucking bronco all 

happy. He would love it so much.” Talisker’s desire to be in the places surrounding their home 

encouraged Jody to explore and led her to discover her special place by the pond where she felt 

at peace and connected with the non-human world.  

Friends as social conduits. Social conduits to my surroundings also included people. 

Like dogs, people helped me expand my sense of place by providing comfort to venture where I 

would not have gone alone. Michelle described how she experienced more of her surroundings in 

Pamplona with the help of friends: “I have been actually hiking quite a bit and some of the other 
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teachers know the surroundings, so they guide me.” My sense of place expanded more quickly 

when I connected with locals. I was grateful for friends who helped me to experience my new 

places, such as a lifelong Yellowknifer who brought me cranberry picking: 

The soft, forgiving floor of the bog feels strange and unfamiliar beneath my feet. My 

friend makes me promise not to tell anyone about the location of her berry-picking spot. 

Apparently berry patches are highly guarded secrets and hers has been in her family for 

decades. As we head out in search of the cranberry patch, I laugh at the idea that I 

would ever be able to share her secret. I am certain the bog would become my final 

resting place if I tried to find the patch on my own. I am surprised when we finally reach 

the cranberry patch. I expect to see large cranberries similar to those grown in the 

Lower Mainland of BC. Like most things in the NWT, these berries are smaller than their 

southern counterparts. We spend hours picking the tiny berries. The work is labor 

intensive, but I enjoy hearing the stories of my friend’s childhood in the NWT and 

planning the delicious baking we are going to do when we return home.  

My sense of place expanded after cranberry picking. Foraging for food with friends made 

me feel more self-reliant in my new place. I also realized there was much more to my new place 

than just trees and rocks. There was a whole other world of living organisms in the bogs and 

berry patches that had been beyond my scope of view. I felt closer to the land and wanted to 

experience more of my new place.  

Elisabeth also found that social experiences with local friends altered her sense of place. 

Elisabeth shared one of many experiences she had with a local Elder who befriended her and her 

roommate while they lived in Fort Good Hope:  
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[He] would take us fishing and hunting. One time he said, “Do you want to take a shot, 

there’s a beaver.” I thought, if this beaver’s ever going to have a chance to live, it’s going 

to be right now. I said, “Sure, sure I’ll try”. I knew how to shoot a gun, I had done it 

before. I took a shot. You know, I fricken hit the thing! I got it… he was really proud of 

me. 

The shared experience helped Elisabeth expand her familiarity with her new place to the point 

that she was able to guide a university entomologist to a remote study site with four of her 

students:  

We went out to this really remote area, which was kind of neat because I knew how to 

get there, but no one else did. I had been there so many times with [her friend], that I 

was the guide. They didn’t send a local guide, they sent me with this entomologist. They 

sent me and him out there with my students and we collected butterflies all day. 

Elisabeth’s friend was willing to share local knowledge with her and offered her opportunities to 

experience aspects of her place that were previously unknown to her. Her friend helped her to 

build her own relationship with her new place.  

My participants also shared stories of families and friends motivating them to spend time 

outside experiencing their surroundings. When describing her outdoor survival-trained husband, 

Jody explained, “He’s definitely my conduit to nature.” Her husband took her out to explore her 

new places. For Jody, the social experience of accessing her surroundings with family was 

important to overcome her fear of the unfamiliar and build comfort with her new place. After 

struggling with the loss of her dog, Jody noted that her son helped foster her relationship with her 

surroundings, “He helps me begin to see nature again, [he] is doing more for me now because 

he has become interested in nature.” 
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Elisabeth was the only participant who returned to her childhood home in Duncan, BC 

after living and teaching away. She continued to adventure and seek new places with her children 

in an environment that was comfortable and familiar, but could still hold surprises:  

Coming back is just amazing. Every weekend we’re somewhere—a different place, and 

not necessarily one that I have an emotional connection to. On Sundays, my kids and I 

have Sunday outdoor hike day. Even if it is pouring rain, we get dressed in our rain suits 

and we go, because if I don’t have that outside release I’m squirrely. For my kids, even 

playing in the back yard isn’t enough. We have to go connect with nature. 

For Elisabeth, her children and her dog contributed to a social experience in her surroundings. 

Elizabeth recognized the importance of her loved ones who helped her prioritize her own self-

care by spending time in her environment.  

Christina described her experiences with local Elders in Yellowknife: “When I spend 

time with other people outside and they have those connections, then I learn from those 

people what those connections mean, and then it means something to me.” For Christina, 

social experiences in her surroundings helped her to better understand her sense of place. There 

was substantial research indicating that cognitive connections, including knowledge of our 

places, contributed to our sense of place through place identity (Clayton, 2003; Cleary et al., 

2017; Thomashow, 1996; Worster & Abrams, 2005). However, Christina’s experiences seemed 

to go beyond knowledge. When she spoke of meaning, I think she was also referring to the 

Elders’ emotional and spiritual understandings of their places. Rather than distracting her from 

experiencing her place, social communion expanded the depth of Christina’s understanding of 

and relationship with her surroundings and deepened her sense of place.  
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Christina’s experience reflected the social aspect of teaching and learning. I wanted to 

develop a relationship and deeper understanding of my local places, so I could share them with 

my students. Like Christina’s interactions with Elders, I needed to be explicit about the depth of 

meaning I felt in my places when I shared them with my students. Observations alone were 

probably not adequate for deepening a sense of place, but they were a starting point. I wanted to 

help my students learn how to interact with their environments, so they could recognize impacts 

of their actions on their surroundings. Realizing that my interactions with non-human organisms 

were social helped me to be more aware of my impact on the non-human components of the 

world and influenced my ecological ethic. If I provided my students with meaningful interactions 

with non-human aspects of their world, then such experiences might guide their future 

interactions wherever they went.   

Culture as a social conduit. Christina’s social experiences with Elders in Yellowknife 

reflected the significant role of culture in an evolving sense of place. Cultural experiences in my 

places contributed to the meaning I associated with those places. In Yellowknife, I became 

acutely aware of the spiritual relationship that the Tlicho people had with their environment. 

John B. Zoe (2007), editor of “Trails of Our Ancestors: Building a Nation,” shared the 

interconnectedness and spirituality of the traditional relationship of the Tlicho people and their 

surroundings: 

Your ability to communicate with the animals themselves, the ability to communicate 

with The Creator, your spiritual growth, is given to you by the land and animals, every 

time you go out. Sometimes those things will be replaced by modern spirituality. But the 

land, history and the spiritual growth that comes from the land never changes. (p. 52) 
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I felt the deep connection between local Elders and their place. Honoring of the animals, land, 

water, air and ancestors was embedded in ceremony and sometimes daily activities. While I 

learned about Indigenous worldviews from courses and seminars in university, witnessing a way 

of living according to a First Nations worldview was much more powerful.  

While teaching in Yellowknife, I was fortunate to be able to participate in the Tibbitt 

Lake Fire Study Camp with my biology students each year. The camp brought together students, 

teachers, Elders, and scientists to learn about local ecology through scientific and First Nations 

worldviews. The following is a memory of my time at the Tibbitt Lake camp (June 2005): 

After learning to prepare and smoke fish, I sit in a teepee as the delicious scent of 

campfire wafts around me. I practice beading under that watchful eye of an Elder while 

she shares the creation story of the Tlicho, or Dogrib, people. Her voice is quiet yet 

commanding. My job is not to listen, but to hear. She tells the story of a woman whose 

husband disappears after a mysterious dog is killed. The woman later gives birth to 

puppies, some of whom transform into children that become the ancestors of the Tlicho 

people.4 My usually scientific mind does not question the validity of her words. Instead, 

I try to feel the depth of her connection to this place where we live.  

The Tlicho creation story reflected the interconnectedness of the Tlicho and the non-humans in 

their surroundings. Although I had a meaningful relationship with my environment, my 

experiences in Yellowknife showed me a way of being, rather than a way of doing:  

                                                 

 

4 Two versions of this creation story, “How the Tlicho People Came to Be” and “Woman and the Pups” can be 

found at The Live, Learn, Experience Tlicho website (Government, n.d.) 
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I learn to gut a fish and hang it above the fire to smoke and preserve it. The Elder tells us 

that it is important to thank the fish for giving its life to nourish us. Together with my 

students, we laugh, share and learn together as the Elders share stories that help me to 

understand and connect with this unfamiliar land. There is something different about 

being here in the outdoors, so far from the school and the city, and surrounded by 

others who have been part of this land since time immemorial. I wish I could see this 

place through the Elders’ eyes. I want to feel what it is like to know and be this place.   

Attending Tibbitt Lake Fire Study camps, as well as professional development and student 

culture camps with my school, expanded my understanding of my own and others’ relationships 

with the biophysical surroundings in Yellowknife. I wished I had similar opportunities to engage 

with my surroundings in the other places I moved.  

Jody did not have the same cultural opportunities to experience her new environment, but 

she still identified culture as a conduit for building connections with her place. Jody explained 

how gaining cultural knowledge through curricular interest and a desire to understand her 

surroundings expanded her feeling of connection to the Cowichan Valley:  

My interest in First Peoples and my teaching of First Peoples has helped me connect to 

nature. Especially cedar—I didn’t even know these trees grew on our property. That was 

self-discovery. Cedar—learning about it and reading about it because of First Peoples 

studies—made me know so much more about it. Coming here, cedar’s this whole world 

of information. 

While Jody actively sought opportunities to experience and understand First Nations worldviews, 

acquisition of knowledge of her surroundings continued to play a significant role in her 

developing sense of place.  
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Elisabeth’s school in Fort Good Hope offered a culture camp to orient new teachers to 

their new place:  

 Before school started all the staff and a lot of elders came. You know, there’s always a 

few families in the community that really embrace immigrants to the town and they 

want to share their culture, because most of them don’t. I get it, people who come are 

transient, they know we’re not staying, so why invest so much in a relationship when 

we’re leaving? But there were a few families that were always there… dropping off fish 

at our house, offering to take us for a boat ride. Leah and I were young, they knew we 

were pretty naive. We were new, we were enthusiastic. We said, “Ok, let’s do it.” We 

put the boughs down in our tent and they took us fishing and they taught us how to 

make bannock. They just threw us right into the culture. It was very cool. 

Elisabeth acknowledged that connecting to local surroundings through culture was 

challenging. However, as a young, non-indigenous teacher who was only going to be teaching in 

the place for a short time, she recognized the importance of cultural understanding and its 

influence on her sense of place. She was disappointed that her orientation camp was the only 

formal orientation to place that she received. She felt that new teachers were left on their own 

after those first days. Her experience, and her students’ experiences, might have been different—

possibly enriched by an expanded sense of place—if her orientation involved a continuous 

mentorship throughout her two years in Fort Good Hope. Christina also wondered why her 

school did not have a more intentional program orientating teachers to their place. Many schools 

did not spend sufficient time and energy helping their new teachers expand their sense of place in 

their new locations.  
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Christina’s experience connecting to her surroundings through culture was much different 

than Elisabeth’s or mine because she had the advantage of time. After twelve years of developing 

her sense of place in the North, Christina shared how cultural experiences strengthened her 

understanding of and relationship to her surroundings: 

There’s the element of just the people in this Boreal forest. For that cultural experience, 

I had to dig deeper to find that and experience that. My understanding of nature, I think 

just from what I learned from the Elders, was just to see. What I learned is just how 

much of their life nature really is. I always kind of thought I saw the connection, but 

then to talk to those Elders that had trap lines and to understand their understanding of 

how animals move. . . maybe this is more obvious in the North or if you are First 

Nations, but in the North nature is a part of culture, the root of the culture, the way of 

life—spirituality.  

With experience and time, Christina learned that culture was a powerful conduit through which 

she could develop her sense of place. However, I was not sure if time in a place was the only 

factor. Sociocultural conduits did not always find us. Sometimes we needed to find them 

wherever we were because they offered unique, locally-specific insight into our places. 

Unfortunately, not all participants had the time or access to develop relationships with cultural 

conduits. However, meaningful experiences with cultural conduits in some of my places 

influenced my understanding of myself in the other places I went because they altered my 

understanding of my sense of place. 

Students and learning experiences as social conduits. Our students and the learning 

opportunities we facilitated for them were also powerful conduits to our new places. We learned 

from and with our students through meaningful experiences that had the potential to influence 
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our ecological understanding and enrich our sense of place. Michelle explained: “I love nature 

and I like to teach about it, so if I am unfamiliar with certain places I just like to go and explore. I 

find it helps when I am teaching things in a new place, it helps if I actually see it first.” She was 

motivated to explore and experience her new places to develop better local ecological 

understanding, which expanded her confidence when she shared her love of nature with her 

students. 

In her first days with her new students in Fort Good Hope, Elisabeth had few resources 

and little knowledge of her place, but she realized she could develop her relationship with her 

new place by sharing learning experiences with her students: 

There were no materials, there was nothing! So, I said, “Okay guys, why don’t we go out 

and make a plant book?” So that’s what we did. We went and collected. The kids didn’t 

know much themselves, or didn’t share, but I asked them. We did it very scientific: we 

pressed the plants and we looked up the Latin names. That was the first kind of thing I 

did with them, I said to the kids, “When we go hiking, I don’t know everything, so let’s 

look it up and find out about it.” That’s how we started. We hiked to the top of the 

mountain and they tried… I got as much information out of the kids as I could. 

While Elisabeth acknowledged that she did not know a lot about her students’ place, she 

suggested that they could learn together. Similarly, Jody explained how learning with her 

students also expanded her sense of place: 

Going on field trips, that helped as well. Assigning work to the kids actually taught me 

more stuff as well. And I’m not afraid to tell them, “I don’t know, what’s salal? I don’t 

know what that is, let’s figure it out together.” 
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Both Jody and Elisabeth made space for their students to share their understanding with one 

another. Importantly, they also did not assume their local students knew everything or that they 

would be willing to share their knowledge with their new teachers. Likewise, Christina noted that 

“Students often know a lot, but aren't always willing to share, especially with an outsider.” 

Building trust with students, particularly those in rural or northern environments who were used 

to high teacher turnover rates, sometimes took considerable time. Jody, Elisabeth and Christina 

discovered that their own lack of knowledge created opportunities to explore and experience 

their places and contributed to their developing sense of place; the learning experiences 

themselves became conduits to places as teachers sought to engage their students. 

Christina realized it was important to create meaningful learning experiences for her 

students by finding locally relevant issues to share with them. As she shared her stories with me, 

I saw how time, passion, experience and desire contributed to Christina’s evolving ecological 

understanding and relationship to her place. As a result, she was able to offer much more 

relevant and ecologically meaningful learning experiences than I did with my aquatic studies at 

Niven Lake. Christina explained: 

I felt kind of like a poser, to be honest, I felt awkward a lot of times and I felt not 

legitimate, but that’s when I felt the need to reach out and find the people in the 

community who could come in and talk. Not knowing the local environment and culture 

made teaching an environmental, place-based course challenging. I had to use the 

textbook as the resource when I didn't know the place. However, that changed over 

time as my familiarity grew. It was also about developing those relationships with the 

students so that they were more open to sharing so I could learn from them. Going 

outside and learning on the land helped with that. 
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From an environmental perspective, my teaching is driven by topics that are 

place-based. For example, Giant Mine issues around arsenic trioxide and how you mine 

for gold. All of these things kind of sneak into your teaching and it fits into when you are 

teaching people or kids about environmental impacts on ecosystems. Instead of doing 

Niven Lake or Great Slave Lake, which are great places to go to, why not talk to the 

scientists monitoring Baker Creek, which runs through Giant Mine? Why not jump into 

that, those issues that are land-based and environmentally-based? For kids to actually 

talk about what’s in their back yard is such a stronger experience. 

Like Christina, my seven years in the Cowichan Valley allowed me to build connections 

with the local community and expanded my own understanding to better meet the needs of my 

students. A desire to connect with my place and offer more authentic learning experiences for my 

students led me to attend an information evening for teachers that was sponsored by our local 

Department of Fisheries and Oceans Salmonids in the Classroom coordinator. Through that 

single event, I was able to connect with several local community organizations that resulted in 

me running a Streamkeepers5 program with my students, working with local community mentors 

to help my students negotiate organics pick-up for our school composting program, creating a 

sustainable agriculture and food security project to get my students outside and learning about 

community agricultural practices, bringing my students to a local city council meeting to 

advocate for banning of urban pesticides, and so much more. My desire to create more 

                                                 

 

5 Streamkeepers is a community-based watershed monitoring, protection and restoration program started by the 

Canadian Department of Fisheries and Oceans. 
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meaningful place-based learning experience for my students might have actually fulfilled my 

own needs to connect to my place.  

Self as a Conduit: Beyond Aesthetics 

Learning to live 

A going home of sorts.  

At once foreign and familiar. 

Do any signs of my childhood linger here? 

 

As I brush aside the boughs that slow my way,  

recognizable earthy aromas waft from the forest floor 

of a trail I have not travelled before. 

 

As I surface from a deep dive,  

dripping and lungs bursting, 

my tongue detects something it might know.  

 

Breezes sweep down the mountain as evening air descends, 

bringing stories I cannot yet comprehend, 

but I yearn to hear, to learn, to share. 

 

The mountains are not so tall, but high enough 

to protect and nurture what is held within. 

Can this be home? 

 “Learning to Live,” reflected my struggle to expand my sense of place in the Cowichan 

Valley and recognize that oneness with other life on the planet resided within me. I moved to 

Lake Cowichan because its aesthetics reminded me of Nelson; however, I often found myself 

comparing Lake Cowichan to Nelson. While there are similarities, they were not the same. My 

attachment to my childhood environment continued to challenge my adaptability to my new 

places. My thesis supervisor, Bob Kull, challenged me to look beyond my dependence on my 

physical environments and look inward to find the sense of place that accompanied me wherever 

I went. 

Looking inward 

Eyes closed,  

mechanical noises of my world magnify. 

Breathe... 
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The soothing sound of pebbles rolling in the waves,  

the hypnotic rippling of the cedar boughs on a windy afternoon, 

the earthy scent of the forest after a rare summer rain.  

Breathe... 

Air moves in and out of me like the tide; 

the molecules of life exchanging. 

Breathe... 

Blood flows through me like water through a river; 

Bringing life to the ecosystem inside me. 

Breathe... 

It is here, even when I struggle to see, 

Here, within me. 

Macy and Johnstone (2012) explained how “recognizing ourselves as part of the living 

body of Earth opens us to a great source of strength” (Chapter 5, “Restoring," para. 3). I shared 

their sentiment and found comfort and strength in my communion with life on Earth. However, I 

struggled to feel a deep relationship with all living beings within me in the absence of diverse 

biophysical places around me. When I asked my participants if they felt a oneness with non-

human life or “wildness” inside of them, Elisabeth answers with an emphatic, “No!” My other 

participants shared her feeling. All participants in this study depended on their surroundings to 

feel interconnected with other living organisms. Although I knew what it felt like to experience 

interconnected with the other living inhabitants of my place, I struggled to feel that 

interconnectedness when I was away from the biophysical places that inspire those feelings. 

I think a difference between cognition—the knowledge that we were interconnected with 

all other life around us—and affect—our feelings of interconnectedness—was at the root of our 

struggles. For Jody, knowledge seemed to be more important in helping her develop her sense of 

place than for any other participant. When I asked Jody where she felt most at home, she replied, 

“The place where I feel most at home is determined by the people around me. But for me, 

Iceland was the most spectacularly gorgeous place I have been, and it struck a just right 

chord in me.” I expected Jody to say it was where her people were, but I was surprised by what 
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she shared about Iceland. Although she only visited Iceland for a short time, the beauty of the 

place might have impacted Jody because the aesthetic experience surpassed her desire for 

knowledge of that place.  

According to Sobel (2008) “what gets lost when we focus on facts are the initiation 

experiences, the moments of transcendence when the borders between the natural world and 

ourselves break down” (Chapter 2, para. 8). The powerful aesthetic of Iceland may have helped 

Jody feel and experience a oneness with her surroundings. In their research on the difference 

between affective and cognitive responses for direct and indirect experiences, Millar and Millar 

(1996) found that affective responses were more likely to result from direct experience involving 

physical participation, while cognitive responses were more likely to result from indirect 

experience. It was easier to access a feeling of oneness when I was in an aesthetically inspiring 

biophysical place because the transcendent experiences required me to abandon some cognitive 

analysis and simply focus on being alive and part of the world.  

When the biophysical places where I lived did not offer me transcendent experiences, I 

began to think more about how the feeling of oneness was “supposed” to feel according to my 

past experiences. When I turned inward and did not find those same feelings, I struggled to 

experience oneness with my world even though I knew it to be true. My knowledge that a 

oneness existed between me and the other organisms in my place did not reassure me when I was 

living in the middle of a city. I was challenged to find the peace that accompanied experiencing 

oneness with my world in places where humans did not dominate. Like my participants, I found 

certain physical places made feelings of interconnectedness more accessible. Those feeling came 

easily when I swam in Kootenay Lake, or watched the northern lights dance above me. I 

struggled to access those feelings in the absence of aesthetic conduits.  
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The challenge of opening myself up to new places paralleled my struggle to feel a sense 

of interconnectedness. While seeking an inner feeling of oneness, I fell into another nostalgia 

trap and failed to be present in the moment of experience. I was pre-occupied with comparisons 

to my past experiences. If I was a barrier, then I could also become a conduit to my place. Hanh 

(1975) explained: “mindfulness of feeling in feeling is mindfulness of feeling directly while 

experiencing feeling, and certainly not contemplation of some image of feeling which one 

creates to give feeling some objective, separate existence of its own outside of oneself” (pp. 64-

65). I did not want to remember that I was part of the biosphere and it was part of me—I wanted 

to feel it. I wanted to look within myself and feel that interconnectedness. I needed to focus on 

release, rather than struggle.  

Hanh (1975) advised me to release myself from attachment: 

To see one in all and all in one is to break through the great barrier which narrows one’s 

perception of reality, a barrier which Buddhism calls the attachment to the false view of 

self. Attachment to the false view of self means belief in the presence of unchanging 

entities which exist on their own. To break through this false view is to be liberated from 

every sort of fear, pain, and anxiety. (p. 97) 

The place I was seeking was in me and with me wherever I went. Although I practiced, I was not 

sure if I experienced a complete release from my attachment to my biophysical places—and I 

was not sure that I wanted to. However, if I learned to release, it could benefit me as well as my 

students. I wanted to take on that  challenge for my students to help them feel oneness with the 

planet’s other species and become their own conduit to the feeling of belonging to the world 

wherever they were. Hanh (1975) offered: “if in one class, one student lives in mindfulness, the 

entire class is influenced” (p. 100). I would try to be that student. 



THE INFLUENCE OF PLACE  131 

  

Conclusion 

When I began my work for this thesis, I was unsure where it would take me. There was 

ample research indicating the benefits of place-based learning for students, but I found little 

research exploring the benefits of sense of place in teachers, especially those teaching in 

unfamiliar places. I wanted to discover the influence of place on me and some other teachers but 

did not realize how challenging it would be. I chose reflexive narrative autoethnography because 

I wanted to try a form of research that was different from the quantitative analysis with which I 

was familiar. However, I quickly discovered that there was no particular structure for narrative 

autoethnography; the freedom of format left me feeling uncertain and uncomfortable. Spending 

so much time alone with myself was also uncomfortable. When my thesis supervisor challenged 

me to delve into my inner self, I was uncomfortable. However, I came to realize discomfort 

fostered growth. 

In my experience, opportunities to reflect deeply on factors that influenced the lives and 

professional practices of teachers were rare. It was even more rare to do something as important 

as reflect on fundamental aspects of being. Hanh (1975) said: “If you want to know your own 

mind, there is only one way: to observe and recognize everything about it. This must be done at 

all times, during your day-to-day life no less than during the hour of meditation” (pp. 58-59). 

That was much harder to do than it seemed. In my research, I tried to observe my own mind and 

not only understand, but also feel how my places influenced my participants and me. The 

significance of emotional and spiritual aspects of environmental education and attention to 

feeling of oneness was overlooked in the research literature (Burkhart, 2016; Nazir & Pedretti, 

2016; Pooley & O’Connor, 2000). Exploring my own emotions and spirituality of communing 

with my biophysical places was important to understanding my relationship with my places, to 
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nurturing my environmental ethics, and to developing my desire to live and act on behalf of all 

species and encourage my students to do the same.  

While each place that I lived had a profound impact on me as a person and as a teacher, 

understanding my relationship to place, as well as those of my participants, was about much 

more than what those places taught us about being teachers. Ultimately, my examination of the 

influence of place revealed that our relationships to our external biophysical places were 

important to us because those places allowed us to feel alive and part of our larger living world.  

Key Facets of Place Relationships 

It was difficult to summarize the complexities of sense of place. Through my research, I 

uncovered some key facets of place relationships that could have significant consequences for 

teachers interested in understanding their sense of place. 

1. I found that emotions involved in the direct experience of inspiring or aesthetically 

appealing non-human places could nourish powerful attachments to—even love for—those 

places and feelings of interconnectedness with the non-human aspects of the world. Those 

feelings of interconnectedness could help us to feel part of any place that we went, 

particularly if we were adventurous and chose to open ourselves to new experiences. 

However, strong attachments to past places might hinder our ability to expand our sense of 

place within our new places. It was possible to be trapped by longing for what was no longer 

around us, instead of considering the possibility of new wonders. Sometimes fear of the 

unknown in our new places could be overwhelming. However, fear could also be exciting 

and contribute to “peak” or transcendent feelings of wonder and awe during the experience 

of something new.  
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2. I discovered that there were benefits to being new to an environment; students and 

communities could benefit from observing their places through the eyes of someone new. 

Students could find wonder where they expected the mundane because their teachers shared 

new ways of seeing their world, and the same could be true for teachers learning from their 

students. 

3. All of my participants and I felt some level of dependence on our environment for 

psychological or spiritual renewal from professional or personal stress; we struggled when 

time or location limited our access to our biophysical places. Although not unique to new 

teachers, time was a particular challenge for developing a sense of place for those who were 

new to the profession, or who were learning to teach in new places. Lack of time and access 

to biophysical places could affect teachers’ feelings of interconnectedness in their new places 

and impede opportunities for meaningful experiences. The inability to find nearby places that 

offered us moments of mindfulness could be particularly challenging for teachers who were 

used to having access to diverse ecosystems not dominated by humans. Restricted access to 

their surroundings could exacerbate anxiety and emotional exhaustion for some teachers. 

These places offered a stillness in a busy world—a stillness that allowed me, my participants, 

and possibly our students to see, hear, smell or remember the wonder of life, or to simply feel 

alive. In fact, that feeling of interconnectedness was recognized as a crucial aspect of place. 

Since we were not always able to control where we lived or what happened to our places—

particularly during times of great change—resilience became a key component of a 

developing sense of place.  

4. My participants shared different examples of how their surroundings and the related work 

they did with their students contributed to their resilience and wellbeing. Davenport's (2017) 
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characteristics of resilience was a useful framework for organizing data. Curiosity, building 

community, and nurturing creativity were important to my own resilience. However, the 

stories my participants shared focused more on how they took action by engaging their 

students and expanding their mindful awareness through interactions with their places. I 

think one of the most difficult aspects of resilience was accepting the reality of change and 

allowing for time to reflect on the impact of those changes. 

5. Although my study focused on the biophysical qualities of place, my experiences and those 

of my participants also indicated that sociocultural aspects of place could have important 

roles as conduits to new surroundings. Our pets; the people around us, including our 

students; and the cultural components of our new places, helped us build relationships with 

our surroundings. For me, the most surprising insight from my research is that I could also be 

my own conduit to place. However, this required a reframing of place to not only include my 

new biophysical places, but to also consider the place within me that accompanied me 

wherever I went.  

Implications and Suggestions 

For school administration. Schools could affect social change, or they could choose to 

maintain the status quo. Emotionally healthy, balanced, passionate teachers could help schools 

create change. The participants in this study recognized the importance of spending time in and 

developing familiarity with their local surroundings but cited the challenge of time when trying 

to connect with their places. Participants also felt that access to non-human places could 

influence their wellbeing as well as student learning. School administrators should consider how 

the culture, program design, professional development and physical environment of their schools 
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contributed to the development of resilient teachers with strong ecological ethics who could 

nurture resilient students with equally strong ecological ethics.  

School administrators could also provide more prep time during the day, so teachers 

could develop a work-life balance, which might allow them more time for exploring and building 

relationships with their surroundings. Some schools already had programs reflecting their 

concern for the physical and mental wellbeing of their employees. However, they might also 

support staff and their environmental education initiatives through mindfulness practices that 

emphasized interconnectedness between the human and non-human components of the world. 

New teacher mentorship programs could include intentional, explicit place-based components. 

School administrators should explore ways to support new teachers who were tasked with 

teaching locally-focused courses when they are new to a place. Schools might also benefit from 

programming that supports orienting new staff to their new place. However, it was also 

important to consider long-term support for place-based training of teachers. This included 

sustained professional development opportunities, which could also positively influence the 

culture of the school and the learning environment. In addition, schools could begin rewilding of 

school campuses to create a physical environment where both teachers and students could spend 

time practicing mindfulness and learning.  

For teacher education programs. I recognized that sense of place was important and 

that teachers faced challenges orienting to their new places, especially when they were new to 

the profession. Teacher education programs should consider meaningful place-based training. 

The University of British Columbia’s West Kootenay Teacher Education Program was one such 

example. Their philosophy included a community-based model where “the curriculum learned 

by teacher candidates is deeply immersed in the place itself, its history, topography, natural 
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resources, cultural heritages, and values” (“WKTEP,” n.d.). An important consideration for such 

programs was how they could prepare new teachers for the possibility that they may work in 

places that are unfamiliar. Programs should also incorporate spiritual and emotional components 

of sense of place into teacher training.  

For teachers. Teachers might not consider the relevance of their sense of place to their 

professional practice, their wellbeing, and their resilience. Yet some participants in this study 

expressed a spiritual relationship with their physical surroundings and sensed a relationship 

between their wellbeing and time spent in their biophysical places. Teachers may benefit from 

exploring their own relationships to their surroundings, including incorporating more 

opportunities for interacting with the non-human aspects of their place into their daily routine. 

Although most participants in this study needed to find places that were not dominated by 

humans, the interpretation of place is a matter of individual perspective and experience. Urban 

teachers may find that a walk along a tree-lined street or a nearby park may be equally 

restorative. In addition, teachers may benefit from the restorative potential of regular 

mindfulness practice, which could help teachers to find feelings of interconnectedness that exist 

within them. I think it is important for this practice to be intentional and for teachers to realize 

that this is not necessarily easy—it could be considered a workout for the spirit. Teachers should 

also realize that relating to their local ecosystems might be harder for certain people or in certain 

places, depending on their perceptions of their places. It is okay for new teachers to ask for help 

and seek or accept support; however, veteran teachers might also consider how they can help 

their new colleagues orient to their places. I am grateful to my colleagues who reached out to me 

and offered me opportunities to experience my new places. Teachers might also underestimate 
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the benefit of connecting with community groups or individuals who can serve as conduits to 

experiential, place-based opportunities for their students, as well as themselves.  

For students. Healthy, inspired teachers could create healthy, inspiring learning 

environments for students. As teachers evolve their understanding of sense of place, they may be 

better equipped to nurture a sense of place in their students. Students will likely face 

unpredictable changes in their world but might be able to find a source of resilience in their inner 

oneness if they have teachers who are able to help them discover it.   

Recommendations for Further Research 

The field of environmental education could benefit from further examination of the 

influence of unfamiliar places on students’ sense of place. Particular attention might be given to 

the use of place-orientation programming to support connections to new places, as well as the 

development of sense of place in urban and suburban schools as well as international boarding 

school environments. Research exploring the long-term impacts of place-based teacher education 

programs that follow new teachers as they begin their careers in both familiar and unfamiliar 

places could also advance this field of study. It would be particularly interesting to compare the 

experiences of teachers trained in place-based education with those who are not as they both 

learn to teach in new places. 
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Epilogue 

Searching for Home 

Like a salmon, 

I swam out to sea 

to grow. 

 

It was more frightening, 

and more beautiful 

than I imagined. 

 

When the time came, 

I swam towards home, 

and ran into a log jam.  

 

I could have stopped, 

resigned to death in a warming pool. 

But I chose adventure, 

I chose challenge, 

I released myself to the unknown, 

and discovered there was so much more to me. 
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Appendix A: Participant Letter of Invitation 

Dear _________________, 

As we have discussed, I am currently working on my Master of Arts in Environmental Education and 

Communication through Royal Roads University. I am conducting research for my thesis, Learning to 

Teach in Unfamiliar Lands: A Wandering Educator’s Autoethnography on the Influence of Place. The 

purpose of my thesis research is to better understand the influence of teaching and living in unfamiliar 

natural, non-human places on my own and others’ teaching practices, as well as our personal and 

professional wellness.  

You are receiving this letter because I would like to invite you to be a participant in my research project. 

If you do not live near me, then your participation will involve an approximately 1-hour conversation 

with me via Skype. If you live in or near Duncan, I would invite you to join me and one other participant 

in a group conversation on a mutually agreed upon time and location. I expect the conversation to last 

approximately 1.5 hours.  

During our conversations, I would like us to discuss how living and teaching in unfamiliar, non-human 

places has influenced us as teachers and environmental educators. I would also like to discuss some of 

the challenges and/or benefits we have experienced by connecting to the natural places where we 

teach, and how they might relate to our teaching practice, as well as our emotional, physical and/or 

spiritual wellness. The conversations will be video recorded for my use during my analysis. I will also ask 

you to review the video, approve the transcript I create, and review my interpretation notes based on 

our conversations to ensure accuracy and allow an opportunity for your feedback.  

You are, of course, not obligated to participate. If you do agree to participate, you also have the right to 

withdraw at any time. However, please realize that if you choose to withdraw after you have approved 

the transcript and provided feedback on my interpretations, then your data will remain a part of the 

study, although confidentiality and anonymity will be ensured. You may remain anonymous for the 

entirety of this study, unless you would prefer I use your name and/or include video clips of our 

conversations.  

By participating in this study, I hope you will expand your understanding of your own experiences and 

the role that natural, non-human places have on your own professional practice and potentially discover 

additional tools or practices you can use to support your continued personal and professional wellness.  

If you are interested in participating, please read and sign the attached consent form. Please feel free to 

ask me any questions prior to signing and returning the form to me. If you would like to verify my 

research project, you may contact my thesis supervisor, Dr. Robert Kull, who can be reached at [phone 

number].  

 

Sincerely,  

Nicole Lorusso 
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Appendix B: Participant Consent Form 

Study Title: Learning to Teach in Unfamiliar Lands: A Wandering Educator’s Autoethnography on the 

Influence of Place 

Student Researcher: Nicole C. Lorusso 

Project Supervisor: Dr. Robert Kull 

I am a graduate student at Royal Roads University, working with my thesis supervisor, Dr. Robert Kull, in 

the School of Environment and Sustainability’s Master of Arts in Environmental Education and 

Communication program. I am doing a research study, which I invite you to take part in. This form has 

important information about the reason for doing this study, what I will ask you to do if you decide to be 

in this study, and the way I would like to use information about you if you choose to be in the study. 

Why are you doing this study? 

You are being asked to participate in a research study about the impact of non-human places on 

teachers and teaching. The purpose of the study is to better understand the influence of teaching and 

living in unfamiliar natural, non-human places on our teaching practices, as well as our personal and 

professional wellness.  

What will I do if I choose to be in this study? 

I would like you to participate in conversations on how living and teaching in unfamiliar, non-human 

places has influenced us as teachers and environmental educators. I would also like to discuss some of 

the challenges and/or benefits we have experienced by connecting to the natural places where we 

teach, and how they might relate to our teaching practice, as well as our emotional, physical and/or 

spiritual wellness. The conversations will be video recorded for my use during my analysis. Following the 

recorded conversation, I will also ask you to review the video, approve the transcript I create, and 

review my interpretation notes based on our conversations to ensure accuracy and allow an opportunity 

for your feedback.  

Study time:  Your participation will include one conversation, followed by data review within two to 

three weeks of the conversation. If you do not live near me, then your participation will involve a 1-hour 

conversation with me via Skype. If you live in or near Duncan, I would like to have a group conversation 

with one other participant that will last approximately 1.5 hours. 

Study location: Out of town participants will have conversations over Skype. If you live near Duncan, 

conversations will occur at a mutually agreed upon location. This location will most likely be my 

classroom or one of the school meeting rooms. 

Data Collections: I would like to video record this interview so as to make sure that I remember 

accurately all the information you provide. I will keep these digital videos on my password protected 

computer as well as an encrypted hard drive. These videos will only be used by me for transcription and 

analysis purposes unless you agree to allow me to use the videos for a possible website I create to share 

the findings of my research. 

What are the possible risks or discomforts? 

Above and beyond the risk of harm than you would experience in everyday life, your participation in this 

study may also risks involving emotional discomfort from being asked to discuss memories. If you feel 
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emotionally upset during the conversation, please tell the interviewer at any time if you wish to take a 

break or stop the conversation.  

What are the possible benefits for me or others? 

The possible benefits to you from this study include expanding your understanding of your own 

experiences and the role that natural, non-human places have on your own professional practice. 

Sharing experiences may also result in your discovery of additional tools or practices that you can use to 

support your continued personal and professional wellness. 

 

How will you protect the information you collect about me, and how will that information be shared? 

Results of this study may be used in publications and presentations. Your study data will be handled as 

confidentially as possible. If results of this study are published or presented, individual names and other 

personally identifiable information will not be used unless you give explicit permission for this below. To 

minimize the risks to confidentiality, I will store all paper data in a locked filing cabinet in my home 

office. All digital data will be stored on a password protected computer as well as an encrypted hard 

drive. I will destroy the data at the end of this research study. Any personal information that could 

identify you will be removed or changed before the data I collect is shared in any way in publications 

and presentations, unless you give explicit permission for this below. 

Financial Information 

Participation in this study will involve no cost to you. You will not be paid for participating in this study. 

What are my rights as a research participant? 

• Participation in this study is voluntary.   

• If at any time and for any reason, you would prefer not to participate in this study, please feel 

free not to. 

• If at any time you would like to stop participating, please tell me. We can take a break, stop and 

continue at a later date, or stop altogether.  

• You may withdraw from this study at any time, and you will not be penalized in any way for 

deciding to stop participation.   

• If you decide to withdraw from this study, after reviewing video, approving transcripts, and 

providing feedback on interpretations, then your data will still be used. If you withdraw prior to 

reviewing video, approving transcripts, and providing feedback on interpretations, then you will 

be asked for permission to continue to use your data in the study and determine what 

information can be included, or that you would like excluded from the study. 

Who can I contact if I have questions or concerns about this research study? 

If you have questions, you are free to ask them now. If you have questions later, you may contact the 

researcher by phone at [phone number], or by email at [e-mail address]. 

If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this research, you can contact the 

following office at Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board. 

Consent  

I have read this form and the research study has been explained to me. I have been given the 

opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been answered. If I have additional questions, I 

have been told whom to contact. I agree to participate in the research study described above and will 

receive a copy of this consent form after I sign it. 
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Optional Study Elements 

Initial one of the following to indicate your choice: 

_____ (initial) I agree to the use of video recorded data for use on a website where the researcher will 

share her research with the public. 

_____ (initial) I do not agree to the use of video recorded data for use on a website where the 

researcher will share her research with the public. 

Consent for Confidentiality for Group Conversations 

If you are local to the Duncan area and taking part in group conversations, you will be privy to 

information shared by the other participants. As such, I ask that you consent to maintain the 

confidentiality of the identity and all information shared by participants during the conversation. 

Initial one of the following to indicate your choice: 

_____ (initial) I agree to maintain the confidentiality and identity of other participants and all 

information shared during conversations. 

_____ (initial) I do not agree to maintain the confidentiality of other participants and all information 

shared during conversations. 

Consent to Quote from Interview 

I may wish to quote from the conversations either in the presentations or articles resulting from this 

work. A pseudonym will be used in order to protect your identity, unless you specifically request that 

you be identified by your true name. 

Initial one of the following to indicate your choice: 

_____ (initial) I agree to the use of quotes 

_____ (initial) I do not agree to the use of quotes 

Consent to Use Name 

There are a number of reasons for which you may prefer that your true name be used in presentations 

and articles related to this research. Would you like your true name to be used in any oral presentations 

or written documents resulting from this research? 

Initial one of the following to indicate your choice: 

_____ (initial) I agree to the use of my name and other personally identifiable information 

_____ (initial) I do not agree to the use of my name and other personally identifiable information 

Consent to Video-Record Conversations 

Initial one of the following to indicate your choice: 

_____ (initial) I agree to the video recording of conversations to be used by researcher for data and 

analysis, and to potentially be reviewed by committee members and thesis evaluators.  

_____ (initial) I do not agree to the video recording of conversations to be used by researcher for data 

and analysis, and to potentially be reviewed by committee members and thesis evaluators. 

______________________________________________________   

Participant’s Name (printed) 

______________________________________________________ ________________  
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Participant’s Signature        Date 

______________________________________________________ _________________ 

Name of Person Obtaining Consent     Date  
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Appendix C: Participant Interview Question 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my thesis study. I have asked you to participate 

because I would like to learn about your own experience living and teaching in unfamiliar 

places. I am going to start with an open question and ask you to respond with anything that you 

feel like sharing. Please start wherever you like and say whatever comes to mind. Take the time 

you need, I’ll listen first and won’t interrupt. I’ll just take some notes in case I have any further 

questions for after you’ve finished telling me about it all.  

As you know, I am exploring the influence of living and teaching in unfamiliar natural 

environments on teachers. I am focusing on the natural, non-human aspects of where we live as 

opposed to the human aspects of where we live. Please tell me the story of your life events and 

experiences, anything important to you personally or professionally, which relates to living and 

teaching in unfamiliar places.  

 


