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“If you don’t know where you are,  

you don’t know who you are.”  –Wallace Stegner 
 
Place-Based Education is an approach to conceptualizing learning in schools that 
intentionally connects students with the local. In its most inventive forms, PBE represents 
a fusion of environmental education, service learning, and local activism.  Tenets of PBE 
will serve to inform our curricular programs at Manzanita School.   
 
In the introduction to Gregory Smith and David Sobel’s book, Place- and Community-
Based Education in Schools), we learn that, “negotiating the challenges of the coming 
decades is likely to require a level of human adaptability and creativity unmatched since 
the agricultural and industrial revolutions.  Replacing fossil fuels and reinventing 
sustainable farming and manufacturing processes will demand the intelligent involvement 
of large numbers of widely dispersed people.  An educational process that begins with the 
local and that draws students into real-time participation in civic life and decision-making 
can help children and youth begin to see themselves as actors and creators rather than 
observers and consumers.”  
 
According to the webpage Promise of Place, 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. PBE emphasizes learning through participation in 
service projects for the local school and/or community.”  
 
Place-Conscious education builds on ideas of critical pedagogy.  According to Ira Shor, 
critical pedagogy is defined as: "Habits of thought, reading, writing, and speaking which 
go beneath surface meaning, first impressions, dominant myths, official pronouncements, 
traditional clichés, received wisdom, and mere opinions, to understand the deep meaning, 
root causes, social context, ideology, and personal consequences of any action, event, 
object, process, organization, experience, text, subject matter, policy, mass media, or 
discourse" (from Empowering Education, p. 129).  
 
Some of the key principles of PBE are:  

• Learning takes place on-site in the school yard, and in the local community and 
environment. 

• Learning focuses on local themes, systems, and content. 
• Learning is personally relevant to the learner. 
• Learning experiences contribute to the community’s vitality and environmental 

quality and support the community’s role in fostering global environmental 
quality. 



 

• Learning is supported by strong and varied partnerships with local organizations, 
agencies, businesses, and government. 

• Learning is interdisciplinary. 
• Learning experiences are tailored to the local audience. 
• Learning is grounded in and supports the development of a love for one’s place. 
• Local learning serves as the foundation for understanding and participating 

appropriately in regional and global issues. 
• Place-based education programs are integral to achieving other institutional goals.  

 


