
A Pedagogy of Place:
Sustainability and Sense of
Place in Higher Education

AASHE, 2010
Jay W. Roberts, Ph.D.

Earlham College



Context-Macro

• Changing roles of faculty, students in HE
• Increased expectations for campus-

community collaborations
• Increased pedagogical experimentation
• Influence of the role of technology in learning
• Rapid integration of disciplines

* Adapted from Peer Review, AAC&U (2010)



Education for Sustainability

“The point of becoming more conscious of
places in education is to extend our notions of
pedagogy and accountability outward toward
places. Thus extended, pedagogy becomes
more relevant to the lived experience of
students and teachers, and accountability is
re-conceptualized so that places matter to
educators, students, and citizens in tangible
ways” (Gruenwald 2003, p. 620).



Context-Meso

• What we are learning about learning
– Neuroplasticity (Brandt & Wolfe 1998)
– Role of emotions in learning (LeDoux

1996)
– Sociality of learning (Fink 2003)
– Importance of relevance & meaning-

making (Caine & Caine 1994)
– Evidence of multiple learning processes

(Jensen 2000)



Context-Micro

• Grant-funded pilot project on teaching
innovation

• Environmental Studies course: ENPR
220 “Pedagogies of Place”

• Introduction to environmental
theory/philosophy

• 19 Sophomores, Juniors, Seniors



Context-Micro cont.

• Incorporation of elements of two “innovative”
pedagogical approaches
– Place based education
– Expeditionary Learning

• Research questions:
– Can we obtain similar results to more immersive

expeditionary experiences?
– Shift in place attachment?
– Better learning outcomes?



Methods

• Incorporated 2 field experiences: one
weekend and one full-day

• Involvement of local experts
• Combined with “traditional” classroom

discussions, texts, etc.
• Presentation of learning element

– Zine project



Field Experiences

• “Whitewater Weekend” Overnight
– Service project on West Fork (2 tons of

trash removed from 1/4 mile section of
stream)

– Canoe trip with Biologist
– Cook-out and campout on family farm
– Discussions
– Tour of canal ruins on property







Field Experiences

• Whitewater Immersion Day
– Traveled from “tip to tail”
– Visit to water processing plant
– Stream-side aquatic invert study
– Visit to Metamora (cultural history)
– Visit to Corps flood control project

(Brookville dam)





Use of Local Experts

• Biologist (emeriti)
• Environmental Scientist (emeriti)
• Local farmer and family
• Indiana-American Water employee
• Soil and Water Conservation Officer
• Community Advocate



Zine Project

• Small groups
• Framed as a “public pedagogy”
• Grant funded product distributed by

students both on and off-campus
• Assessment: reflection paper on

process connecting theory-practice







Assessment

• Place-attachment survey (Williams
2000) pre/post

• Compared with post on smaller (n=3)
from 2007

• 2 questionnaires post/post (3 months)



Place Attachment



Findings

• Students had very negative attitudes
toward Richmond in pre place
attachment measure

• These improved in the post (but not
universally so)

• Most interesting data came from
post/post questionnaires (3 months)



Findings: 4 Themes
• Shift in sense of place

“Through taking this course I felt more connected than I did
all last year with the city [of] Richmond, and after Pedagogies
of Place I have felt that connection grow. After taking
Pedagogies of Place I don’t just see Richmond as the town
where my college is, that consists of a main road and some
old factories, but the town where I live, and attend school,
that is filled with a rich history and people who are willing to
work to better the community.  This connection mainly came
from our trip around the Richmond area, and interviewing
community members for the Zine. My interest in Richmond’s
history was sparked by the Zine project, and through the
readings about a sense of place I was able to evaluate and
develop my sense of place here.”



Findings: 4 Themes
• Connection of theory to practice

“In reflecting back on the Pedagogies of Place class, what
stands out most to me are the “field trips” and the opportunities
we had to be outside and meet people who were in direct
relationship with the places and concepts we were studying.
When I think about the highlights of this class my mind is
immediately flooded with images of the Farris (sic) family farm,
particularly of sitting around the fire together that evening and
telling stories, having both faculty, alumni, students and
community members reflecting and sharing in a way that seems
impossible to find in a classroom. Under the stars and camped
out cross-legged in a circle, it seemed we were experiencing
something somehow especially “real” and meaningful, an
experience that, if nothing else, would stay with me and mark a
powerful moment in the course as well as my semester and
perhaps all of my time at Earlham…



Findings: 4 Themes
• Connection of theory to practice

“…Thinking about this as I write I am reminded of our class
conversations of Thoreau and other romantics and our
discussions of the tendencies and challenges of “romanticizing”
nature and the natural world. While perhaps I am doing this now,
there is something undeniably striking about the direct experience
of being in and learning from the outdoors. Interestingly, these
experiences were not limited to and hardly included moments in
the “Great Outdoors” as an expansive wilderness, but rather
simply anything outside of the four walls of the Earlham
classroom and “in” and among the greater space, place and
community we were exploring. While the theory and readings
assigned in class certainly deepened and gave meaning to the
other activities, it is the moments outside and with other people
that most stand out to me. It seems that with my hands wet and
my clothes dirty, the ideas and concepts we were studying began
to take shape and come to life”



Findings: 4 Themes
• Long-term retention of knowledge

“The most significant things I can remember were the field
experiences, either during the river clean-up, being at Jonathan’s
farm, and going to Brookville lake and Metamora. Being engaged
with the local community affected me more than I thought would
happen. I think I normally have a preconceived notion that I know
a lot already about what surrounds me, but there is so much to
discover and learn. These trips opened my eyes to what I may not
have pursued and actively sought after, but looking back, these
experiences opened doorways for future exploration…



Findings: 4 Themes
• Long-term retention of knowledge

“…The concepts that I took away the most were seeing human
and nature not separately, seeing nature in unexpected places,
and the importance of developing a sense of place. Overall, I am
still left trying to figure out ideas and concepts, as I am left with
questions that I don’t know how to answer. I keep wondering what
is the right viewpoint to have on an issue, and it is frustrating at
times and seems very difficult to come to any conclusion in my
head. I have never really continued to think about the subject
matter of a course after I have taken it, and this class has stuck
with me, so that is a good sign.”



Findings: 4 Themes
• Personal meaning-making

“One of the biggest things that I took away from
this class was the emphasis on understanding my
own personal sense of place and how coming to
such an understanding can have drastic effects on
my wholeness and well-being as an individual.
Prior to this class, I had a very limited understand
of the intensity of places, and how deeply they can
shape and change us. While our class discussions
covered more material than this, personally, this is
the impression that Pedagogies of Place left on
me because it made me look for critically at the
spaces and places I have and will continue to
occupy in the future.



Implications

• Surprisingly powerful outcomes given
relatively small “immersion”

• Power in public demonstrations of learning
(Zines)

• Dramatic shift in student interest in Richmond
and in community interest in Earlham (town-
gown relations, retention)



How far down the rabbit hole?

“Once one begins to appreciate the
pedagogical power of places, it is
difficult to accept institutional
discourses, structures, pedagogies, and
curriculums that neglect them.”
(Gruenwald, p. 641)



But…



“It is when culture is ‘enlivened with
organization,’ when it is educative, that
it becomes, at least embryonically,
hegemonic.” A. Gramsci



Every possibility includes
limitations…

• Student resistance
– Time commitments
– Perception of lack of rigor
– Non-traditional learning strategies and

assessment
– Too structured (Gramsci)



Living the Questions
• What are the possibilities and limitations of

experiential learning in terms of education for
sustainability in Higher Ed?
– Changing purposes of the university (Homecoming

major?)
– What knowledge is of the most worth?
– What structures limit our effectiveness?

Schedules, buildings, disciplines, resources
– What do we do with resistance?
– How do you balance criticality with community

partnership and collaboration?
– Continuity: how do you keep in going?



“Without focused attention to places,
what will become of them and of us?”
(Gruenwald, p. 646).



Special Thanks

• Great Lakes College Association
• Bill Buskirk
• The Ferris Family
• Rich Nicholson
• The students in my 2009 Pedagogies of

Place course
• The Whitewater River



Contact Info

Jay W. Roberts
roberja@earlham.edu


