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Preface: The Future  
of Place in Learning

Well, in the ancient world, the word genius was not so much used about individual 
people, it was used about places, and almost always with the word loci. Genius loci 
meant “the spirit of a place.” And we all know what that intuitively means. We all 
have favorite places in the world, and it may be a seashore where you’ve got this 
ancient conversation between the ocean and the land and a particular geography 
of the way the cliffs or the beaches are formed. But it could’ve been the same in 
the ancient world. A little bridge crossing a stream with a pool at the back of it and 
a willow hanging over the pool; that place would be said to have a genius loci. But 
a more sophisticated understanding would [be that] it’s this weather front of all of 
these qualities that meet in that place. So I think it’s a very merciful thing to think of 
human beings in the same way—that is, your genius is just the way everything has 
met in you.

—David Whyte, The Conversational Nature of Reality
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xii | The Power of Place

We have all experienced the power of place: those moments when we are fully 
alive; when the sights, sounds, and smells of an experience stopped us in our 
tracks; when learning was organic and visceral. It may be a strange new place 
where the culture and colors are unfamiliar and simultaneously delightful and 
disconcerting. Or it may be the mundane—an alley, a field, or a creek—seen with 
new eyes.

Place: it’s where we’re from; it’s where we’re going. Place comes in layers; it 
is old and new at the same time. Place is central to human development; it is how 
we comprehend the world; it asks for our attention and care. If we pay attention, 
place has much to teach us.

We have largely stopped making use of place in formal education. All the rea-
sons were well-intentioned but industrial: abstracted frameworks, standardized 
measures, and efficient facilities. The addition of mobile technology, which has the 
power to unlock anytime, anywhere learning, is primarily used to provide useful 
differentiation, but the addition of screen time has (in most places) reduced, not 
increased, connection to place. Formal learning experiences that leverage the 
power of place are now the exception and not the rule. We hope to change that.

With this book and our related work, we seek to help educators, advocates, 
and parents connect children with places near and far. We hope for more engage-
ment and authenticity in education. We seek expanded access to community-con-
nected challenges. We aim to leverage local assets including parks, public spaces, 
museums, and businesses for learning.

Why Place Matters to the Authors
The power of place has been realized time and again by educators we work with. 
Place-based education also has been integral to our own learning journeys, 
careers, and lives.

Emily: In my first couple of years as an elementary school teacher, I didn’t 
pay much attention to where students were from or their connection to their 
communities (although I should have). Once I realized the value and strengths of 
these connections, I had an entirely new perspective on teaching and learning. 
I began to realize the incredible amount of untapped potential and creativity in 
the students that I was trying to contain in my traditional, four-walled classroom. 
My own most powerful learning experiences have been deeply rooted in place and 
connected to my community—so why wouldn’t this also be true for my students?

There is nothing more incredible than witnessing one of nature’s finest 
phenomena, more invigorating than being uncomfortable and curious in a new 
culture or context, and more humbling than helping tackle an issue in your 
own community.
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 Preface | xiii

• • • • •
Nate: Something unexpected happens when you explore a community for 

the first time. Your worldview shifts with each question, each interaction, and 
each inquiry. You understand the place more deeply, and yet the deeper you go, 
the more you realize you have to learn. This is the power of place—it’s an infinite 
mystery that continually leads to awe and wonder.

Pragmatically, my most important learning has come from place—in the out-
doors, jobs, conversations, and explorations—all teaching skills and knowledge 
that were just as important as what I learned in school. I see that I can make 
an impact. I see that I can always learn. And I see that my actions create ripple 
effects across ecosystems and nations. This is what our young people need to 
learn—that they matter and that it starts with understanding and appreciating 
their local place.

• • • • •
Tom: I remember the sound of running water, the smell of damp logs, and the 

thrill of finding a tadpole in Sligo Creek. I was 11 and had time to dawdle. Years of 
battlefield and museum tours in and around Washington, D.C., introduced me to 
design and the way it can shape our lives. I knew I’d be an architect or engineer.

Awestruck a year later, I stood on a glacier at 14,000 feet, bracing against a 
50-mile-per-hour wind and feeling very small against the vast expanse of the 
Colorado Rockies. Glaciology studies—that was the field for me (at least until 
frostbite and a girlfriend changed my mind). My interest in engineering and rocks 
sent me to the Colorado School of Mines and got me a good first job.

I’m the sum of the places I’ve been and the experiences I’ve accumulated. 
It wasn’t my parents preaching contribution that convinced me of the merits of 
service; it was the urban ministries they brought me to for a decade. It wasn’t a 
picture of the Rockies that won my heart; it was the paradox of fear and wonder 
that came with being in a spectacular remote setting. It wasn’t any of the classes  
I took in college that I remember; it was work in strange and wonderful places 
that shaped my path. Place is powerful, personal, and persuasive.

• • • • •
We invite you to explore—or continue—your own place-based journey with 

us as you read this book and to reexamine existing beliefs about what is possible.
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1 

An Introduction  
to Place-Based Education

Powerful learning has always been active and connected to place. From birth, 
children begin to learn from and with their surroundings. In the preindustrial 
age, the community was the classroom; children learned from their families about 
water, food, shelter, and play. Youth learned trades through apprenticeships.

The impulse to expand access to education in the mid-19th century began the 
process of industrialization of learning. Knowledge was the asset possessed by 
teachers and delivered to students. Instead of learning in the community, educa-
tion became a formal system delivered to age cohorts that, like industrial prod-
ucts, were processed in batches through a standardized system. The community 
became less relevant as the industrial model of education emerged.

Schools became the places where parents sent their kids to learn instead of 
being just one aspect of learning. Church clubs, sports teams, scouting organiza-
tions, workplaces, and countless other out-of-school experiences continued, but 
they were considered extracurricular activities and no longer viewed as “learn-
ing.” The emergence of service learning, field trips, and community-school mod-
els recognized that places were ripe areas for study and learner experiences, but 
these remained fringe activities.

Industrialized education walked away from authentic and connected learn-
ing. Efforts to promote and measure proficiency in basic skills had the unintended 
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2 | The Power of Place

consequence of sanitizing and standardizing education while separating it from 
much that produces deeper learning and priority outcomes.

The rise of connected mobile devices paralleled the standards movement 
of the last 25 years. It held the potential to unlock anytime, anywhere learning, 
extend interactions, and personalize pathways, but its creative potential was 
overwhelmed by efforts to boost grade-level proficiency in basic skills.

Despite decades of distractions, connections to place remained strong around 
the edges—in rural schools, in career education, in early childhood environ-
ments, and among teachers committed to project-based learning. Restoring 
place to its central role in learning is a timely effort, given global interest in 
broader outcomes, increasing policy flexibility, and more learning options with 
mobile technology. In Chapter 1, we argue that extended community-connected 
challenges are the best way to build what have become the most important skills 
and dispositions for learners now and in the future—namely, agency, collabora-
tion, and an entrepreneurial mindset.

We are living in an age when new educational models are being developed. 
Incorporating a new appreciation for the learning sciences, high-engagement 
progressions are designed and include better ways to provoke and measure learn-
ing. Place-based education sits firmly in the center of next-generation learning 
models and is a key to learner-centered school transformation.

Place-Based Education
Place-based education (PBE) “immerses students in local heritage, cultures, 
landscapes, opportunities, and experiences, using these as a foundation for the 
study of language arts, mathematics, social studies, science, and other subjects 
across the curriculum,” according to the Center for Place-Based Education 
at Antioch University (Boggs School, n.d. b). We define it simply as anytime, 
anywhere learning that leverages the power of place to personalize learning— 
complementing the definition used by Teton Science Schools in Jackson, 
Wyoming: “[integrating] learning with place to increase engagement, learn-
ing outcomes, and community involvement” (Teton Science Schools, n.d.). 
Place-based education as explained by author Laurie Lane-Zucker (2016) is 
“the pedagogy of community, the reintegration of the individual into her home 
ground, and the restoration of the essential links between a person and her 
place” (para. 8).

Connecting projects to community, delving into authentic problems, and 
encouraging public products develop an ethic of contribution. “Solutions to 
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 An Introduction to Place-Based Education | 3

FIGURE 0.1. The Six Design Principles of Place-Based Education

Community as Classroom--Communities serve as learning ecosystems for schools
where local and regional experts, experiences, and places are part of the expanded
definition of classroom.

Learner-Centered--Learning is personally relevant to students and enables student
agency.

Inquiry-Based--Learning is grounded in observing, asking relevant questions, making
predictions, and collecting data to understand the economic, ecological, and
sociopolitical world.

Local to Global--Local learning serves as a model for understanding global challenges,
opportunities, and connections.

Design Thinking--Design thinking provides a systemic approach for students to make a
meaningful impact in communities through the curriculum.

Interdisciplinary--The curriculum matches the real world, with the traditional subject
area content, skills, and dispositions taught through an integrated, interdisciplinary, 
and frequently project-based, approach in which all learners are accountable and 
challenged.

many of our ecological problems lie in an approach that celebrates, empowers, 
and nurtures the cultural, artistic, historical, and spiritual resources of each local 
community and region,” argues Lane-Zucker, who advocates that “schools and 
other educational institutions can and should play a central role in this process” 
(2016, para. 6).

Learning that leverages the power of place comes in many forms. As a result 
of our collective time spent as educators, researchers, designers, and leaders, we 
believe that the core of rich place-based experiences are the six design principles 
created by Teton Science Schools and used by the Place Network, a national 
network of small rural schools (Teton Science Schools, n.d.). The principles, 
shown in Figure 0.1, emerged from the work done within the Annenberg Rural 
Challenge in the 1990s, as well as from a set of principles created by a joint Teton 
Science Schools/University of Wyoming partnership in the 2000s. Although not 
all place-based experiences include a full manifestation of each one, the princi-
ples are often present to some degree when experiences are high quality and lead 
to meaningful student outcomes. Educators interested in connecting learning 
and community will find them helpful in grounding the design and implementa-
tion of place-based education.
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4 | The Power of Place

How to Use This Book
This book provides educators in any school context with an opportunity to see 
how they might begin to offer, or enhance, place-based learning. We intention-
ally chose to highlight schools that span varied geographic regions, private and 
public systems, and urban and rural contexts. We share stories from students 
who are from diverse backgrounds, have had varied learning experiences, and 
have attended different types of schools. Observers not connected with place-
based education occasionally express a narrow view of the effort, portraying 
it as something reserved for those who have financial means to send students 
on expensive trips or for students who have already mastered basic skills and 
can “afford” to take time to explore the outdoors. We aim to counter that view.

We include a few place-based experiences that require international or 
domestic travel, but we focus more on providing examples of learning that can 
occur anytime, anywhere and are less dependent on special funding or having 
easy access to a particular environment. We also know there are schools finding 
ways to offer incredible place-based experiences that require a financial con-
tribution, and we believe they are also important to include. Several chapters 
include a discussion of how and where mixed-reality and mobile technology 
can provide or enhance immersive experiences.

We also acknowledge and do not want to understate the real challenges that 
communities face that may inhibit the exploration of place (Nadworny, 2019). 
Although the majority of the discussions in this book focus on the opportuni-
ties available and ways to navigate potential barriers (see more on barriers in 
Chapter 8), we know that some students might not feel their home is safe, their 
perspective or history is valued, or their community is a place they want to 
spend more time exploring. We believe that agency, equity, and community all 
are enhanced with a place-based approach and will eventually lead to healthier 
and safer communities. (See Figure 0.2 for definitions of these terms.)

This book is structured so you can start with any chapter or read through 
from the beginning. Chapter 1 explains why place-based learning is important, 
relevant, and becoming easier to incorporate into learning journeys. In Chapters 2 
through 7, we explain the six design principles of place-based education, includ-
ing examples of how they are used in schools. Chapter 8 is a stand-alone how-to 
guide. An online microsite, www.gettingsmart.com/placebasededucation, com-
plements this book and hosts resources mentioned in each of the chapters. The 
microsite icon is used to denote when a resource mentioned is available online.
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 An Introduction to Place-Based Education | 5

FIGURE 0.2. Agency, Equity, Community: Definitions of Terms Related to Outcomes

Agency: Agency is the capacity and propensity to take purposeful initiative. It is the opposite 
of helplessness. Young people with high levels of agency do not respond passively to their 
circumstances; they tend to seek meaning and act with purpose to achieve the conditions 
they desire in their own and others’ lives (Ferguson, Phillips, Rowley, & Friedlander, 2015). It is 
developed through activities that are meaningful and relevant to learners, driven by their 
interests, and often self-initiated with appropriate guidance from teachers. To put it simply, 
student agency gives students voice and, often, choice in how they learn.

Equity: The National Equity Project (n.d., para. 1) provides a working definition of 
educational equity: 

Educational equity means that each child receives what he or she needs to develop 
to his or her full academic and social potential. Working toward equity involves:

∙   Ensuring equally high outcomes for all participants in our educational system; 
removing the predictability of success or failures that currently correlates with 
any social or cultural factor.

∙   Interrupting inequitable practices, examining biases, and creating inclusive 
multicultural school environments for adults and children.

∙   Discovering and cultivating the unique gifts, talents, and interests that every 
human possesses.

Community: Paraphrasing the Merriam-Webster online dictionary (https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/community), a community is a group of people living in the same 
place or having a particular characteristic in common. It is also a feeling of fellowship with 
others, as a result of sharing common attitudes, interests, and goals. 

Each of the design principle chapters (2 through 7) follows the same format 
(see Figure 0.3). Each opens with a powerful student story about place-based 
education. We then address one of the six design principles, explain what we 
mean by the principle, and highlight case studies of schools that have imple-
mented place-based learning. Near the end of these chapters, we present helpful 
tips on how to implement that particular design principle and share more exam-
ples that illustrate what it looks like in practice. We conclude these chapters with 
a brief mention of how the principle connects to cognitive research and learning 
sciences (see the next section for more on the learning sciences).

Although this book is intended to be a practical guide, we believe the research 
underpinning all the information presented is incredibly important to keep at 
the forefront.
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