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Teacher candidates at Brock University may take an elective in 
Outdoor/Environmental Education (OE/EE). The course is a survey of the 
various currents of OE/EE.  One of these currents focuses on Place-based 
Education. This current is useful in exploring the relationship between 
place and being. Students complete an activity that requires them to 
interrogate the interpretive stances they use to understand the world, and in 
doing so, explore the complex and interconnected relationship between 
place and being which sets the foundation for becoming an ecologically 
literate citizen. As an antidote to teacher education programs where 
candidates are bombarded with the more technocratic aspects of becoming 

a teacher, this experience allows for a more meditative or contemplative type of thinking, and in 
doing so cultivates a more creative and poetic way of being human. Pragmatically, it also 
cultivates a poetic way of teaching. Interspersed throughout this “vignette” are samples of student 
work in the forms of visual art, poetry, and narrative; as responses to the activity. 
 
Early during the term, students are taken on a field trip of Spenser 
Falls, one of many beautiful waterfalls punctuating the Niagara 
Escarpment throughout the Niagara and Hamilton regions. We take 
an hour-long hike along the Bruce Trail, examining some of the 
geological, biological, and ecological features. Students are surprised 
and amazed such beauty can be found so close to the industrial 
heartland of Canada. Here, students are introduced to an activity 
requiring them to focus intently upon a “natural” entity, i.e., a tree, 
flower, rock, insect, river, or a fossil—developing what is referred to 
as a phenomenological stance. They are invited to describe that entity 
in detail using as many of the senses as possible—sight, smell, taste 
(if appropriate), touch, and hearing--recording these descriptions in a 
journal or sketch pad. The natural entity may be something mundane or banal, or it may capture 
their attention because it is unusual. The descriptions may take on a variety of forms, i.e., 
written—discursive, poetic, narrative; visual—illustrative, video, impressionistic, dance; 
auditory—audio-recording, etc. Students are encouraged to reflect deeply about this “encounter” 
with a natural phenomenon considering their horizon of experience. 

Half-way through the term during a seminar, students have an opportunity to share with their 
classmates their developing senses of place and being. For many, this is a challenging 
experience, requiring them to interrogate how they come to know; how their interpretive and 

The way we connect with places can be a mystery. The shore of big water is my 
healing place--my place where I come to think, to discard the stuff that isn’t 
important, to find out my true feelings. Water is my sense of place and being. 
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perceptual frameworks (horizons) shape their understandings and experience, and ultimately who 
they are as human beings. Colleagues, without critique or analysis, are invited to enrich the 
possibilities of these preliminary understandings by sharing their own interpretive frameworks. 
 
Students continue to work on their descriptions, in a phenomenological way, organizing their 
responses in one of various forms. Toward the end of the term, they are required to present their 
Developing Sense of Place and Being to their peers. During this final presentation they are 
required to step back and ask how it is they came to understand and know their entity? How they 
came to be attracted to their natural entity? Why they think it engages them? Assumptions about 
the entity they may be conscious of? What they think they know about the entity? What remains 
mysterious about the entity? And lastly, what interpretive frameworks are at play in their 
understandings? This presentation allows the student to compare avenues of knowing. How they 
might encounter the entity differently? What 
multiple ways of encountering and coming to 
know might they now have at their disposal? 
How this ultimately affects who they are as 
human beings? 
 
The experience is profound on many levels. It 
is not uncommon for students to experience 
strong emotional feelings as a result of the 
course and this activity. They develop lasting 
friendships and begin to appreciate a more 
poetic way of being in place. 
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