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Description of Project / Rationale

This research project sought to document how employing a place-based pedagological approach has direct and immediate positive results for our student population, primarily first generation college students of Native American decent.  Previous research has shown that situating course material within a place-based model can significantly increase student engagement and understanding of content (Gruenewald, 2002; Haas & Nachtigal, 1998; Smith, 2002; Theobald & Curtiss, 2000).   However, the previous research has a limited scope, as it mostly occurs in main –stream institutions and within specified fields such as environmental education (See Cajete 1994 for exception).  Documenting the value of place –based education within the context of a Native student population has the value of incorporating ideological and cultural beliefs into the analysis of the “value of place based education.”

The course content of this case (Biology 104) is linked to the local mountain ranges, local streams, and local environmental issues. This class has a field component that supports the exploration and understanding of place.  Every chapter has a supporting field excursion (to the sea, to the mountains, to the streams, etc) that allows the students to contextualize the curriculum. In addition, the course includes a service component that allows students to “give back” to their community and apply their knowledge to wider ecological systems.  The service project is usually paired with a local organization involved in habitat restoration projects whose primary aim is to enhance salmon populations. This project works both for the heart and head of our students (as salmon is of considerable cultural significance as well as economic importance). 

Methodologies to Assess 

This research project monitored the progress of 12 students in the course, Biology and Natural History of Salish Sea Basin during spring quarter 2010 (BIOL 104).  This class is required for all incoming students at NWIC.  However, the students often range in educational status from first year to third year students.  The age of the students ranged from 18 to mid-forties.

For this project, I used a qualitative methodology to assess the students.  I used a combination of writing assessment, facilitated discussion, and final presentation to track changes and see progress in the understanding of course material and the ability to link to place. For the writing evaluation, I used samples at the beginning and end of the quarter as well as weekly reflection papers.  I also built in relevant questions in to the midterm and final exams.  A required end-of-term presentation was also used in the assessment.  In addition, discussion during the field excursions and in the classroom were used to measure progress—using the Socratic Method to question the students regarding their surroundings and ability to link to course content.  

Results and Conclusions

This research found that as the students gain understanding of wider ecological and biological processes, they are able to clearly link the course content directly their physical surroundings.   In addition, the research found as the students become more exposed to (and connected to) their natural surroundings they are able to not only articulate the relevant biological and ecological concepts relevant to the geographic region, but take that knowledge further by linking to community needs and concerns. 

This research made progress in documenting the ability of students to, and value of linking content to values, culture, and community.  These connections, in turn, significantly increases the students’ engagement in class material and perhaps– most importantly – make great progress in having the students become “life-long learners”.
I categorize the educational transition into four loosely defined stages: 
 
1) Awakening, 
  
2) Ownership, 
 
3) Empathy, and 
 
4) Cultural Relevance in the Sciences.

For the Awakening stage, students realize that they have an interest in the sciences and that the natural world has many interesting and important characteristics that hold direct and immediate significance to themselves and their community. During this stage, students will often reflect. “I thought I hated Biology, but now I see that there is so much more to Biology than what I learned in high school.”  “Science was always been my bad subject, but now I see that science is everywhere, in everything that I do”.

In the Ownership stage, students realize that their actions are linked to environmental changes.  Place becomes very important in this stage as we discuss how changes in the environment have direct relevance to the students’ community.  For example, the students’ ability to link global climate change patterns and degradation of riparian zones to decline in salmon numbers has particular relevance to many of our students of Coast Salish descent (and all of the students who currently live in the Coast Salish territory).

In the Empathy stage, students “metabolize” the information and learn that their actions have direct and immediate impacts on their natural environment.  In this stage, the processes move from the abstract to the personal.  This is the stage in which we do a service project which positively contributes to the well-being of the community.  We also deepen our understanding of Place and Process through experiential education.

Lastly, the Cultural Relevance in the Sciences stage allows the students to transcend beyond the (false) dichotomy of “western science” and “traditional ecological knowledge” that are often present in the mindset of much of our student population.   Building from the previous three stages, the students’ are able to identify the overlap between the concept of “western science” and “TEK”.  This transition requires a higher level of comprehension and understanding of theoretical concepts such as the production of knowledge, discourse and power.  The end result is the understanding that applied “science” is integral to a traditional Native American lifestyle and has much relevance to their communities.    This is an important stage for students, because it opens students up to be more receptive to new ideas and builds confidence in their academic aptitude.  It also assists in moving beyond the idea that science is somehow not important to them, or that they are not good at the sciences).

I plan on continuing to use the methodology in a refined manner for next quarter.
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