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Space and place in education: (still) speaking from the margins 

Margaret Somerville, Monash University 

 

Abstract 

 

The questions of climate change, drought and eco-social sustainability have emerged 

recently as the big questions facing global populations today. These are issues of space 

and place. The response to these problems has largely been framed in terms of the 

techno-scientific solutions of modernity – moving water, building more dams, de-

salination plants - combined with a neoliberal economic approach - water trading, carbon 

trading, economic sanctions. But what might be an adequate educational response? How 

might we educate a generation of children and adults who inhabit a global cyber world to 

be attached to their local places, to inhabit, and to know place differently?  

 

 

Introduction 

 

This is an introductory paper for a symposium on space and place in education. The 

purpose is to begin to develop a broad conceptual framework for thinking about space 

and place in education which will be applied more specifically in other papers presented 

as part of this symposium. Several of these papers are part of a research project about 

place pedagogies
1
 so in this paper I link the broad theoretical frameworks of space and 

place to education through the idea of place pedagogies. The paper is futuristic and 

exploratory, intending to open up discussion, rather than to provide answers. I use a 

mixture of personal journal writing to locate my self in the place of this thinking and a 

very brief overview of some key ideas that have emerged in my reading. I frame the 

paper within the imperative for educational research to engage with the phenomenon of 

climate change. 

 

The local/global phenomena of climate change, drought, and extremes of weather have 

become an important focal point for my thinking about space and place in education since 

I moved to Latrobe Valley in mid 2006. It seems to be inevitable. Over the twelve months 

since I have been located there, the drought that has ravaged the Murray-Darling basin 

has worsened, the sense that climate change is at least partly responsible for the drought 

in Australia has been confirmed, and global concerns about climate change have reached 

crisis point, culminating in the publication of the Stern report in May, 2007. The Stern 

report, representing the work of 700 scientists, confirms that the global warming resulting 

from the greenhouse effect is the result of human intervention, largely caused by burning 

fossil fuels to produce energy2. 
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 It is not my intention here to elaborate on the science of climate change but to draw attention to climate 

change as a complex phenomenon that links the ecological and the social and presents us with an 

educational imperative.  



For those of you who watch ABC television news in Australia you are probably more 

familiar with Latrobe Valley than you imagine. Beaming into your home, sometimes 

daily on the national news, we see images of the puffing chimneys of one or more of the 

Latrobe Valley power stations, as we contemplate the fate of the planet in the light of 

climate change. Before I moved to my new home in Churchill I visited the district. 

Driving the few kilometres off the Princes Highway from Morwell to Churchill the scene 

is confronting. Huge steel structures that support electricity wires dwarf the road. 

Transformer stations with a jungle of electricity connections disturb, not only the scene of 

vision, but radio and mobile phone transmission, and there are large and small power 

stations puffing smoke in every direction. I wondered if I would survive the visual 

pollution let alone the air pollution that seeps into bodies with every breath. A colleague 

in Brisbane located Morwell on google earth for me. There, right next to Morwell, is a 

huge, uneven bright red shape that I could only see as a gigantic ulcerous sore. The open 

cut coal mines, normally hidden from public view, appear like this in satellite images of 

the earth’s surface. This is my new home. 

 

At a recent public breakfast held in Morwell, two speakers from local businesses spoke 

about climate change. One, from a financial institution, had completed the ‘Al Gore 

climate change training’. It was a bit like a religious sermon. He spoke about himself as 

an ‘ordinary man’ and, while providing a range of statistics about the effects of climate 

change to demonstrate Australia’s vulnerability, he said he wanted to emphasise a 

message of hope. He told us about the problems affecting the Murray-Darling basin - 

rising temperatures, extreme weather, ongoing drought, and coastal intrusions from the 

sea. He pointed out that Australia is the biggest exporter of black coal in the world, but 

that we needed to continue to export, and to burn, fossil fuels in order to have economic 

growth. How, I wondered, can we reduce carbon emissions if we continue to burn fossil 

fuels, and why do we need to have economic growth? ‘Australians are proven innovators, 

he said, ‘and innovation is going to be found in power stations’.  

 

The second speaker, from a local water supplier, told us that we need a 60% reduction in 

carbon emissions to stabilise the atmosphere; that Gippsland is in its 13
th

 successive year 

of below average rainfall, and that there are winners and losers from climate change. He 

talked about the effects on farming communities and mentioned that 40% of Victoria’s 

water is sold out of the state. He again identified us, as the people of Latrobe Valley, with 

both the problem of climate change and its solution. Latrobe Valley, he said, is ‘the 

carbon capital of Australia’, and ‘we must lead the way forward to a sustainable region’. 

He said we need to work on the question of literacy, and spoke of eco-imagination, and a 

major educational role. Both speakers identified the phenomena of climate change, and 

its associated effects, as the greatest intergenerational equity issue we face.  

 

These problems of climate change, drought and extreme weather are quintessential 

local/global problems of space and place. They are physical problems with real physical 

effects at a very local level. In April, for example, the ground at the local wetlands was so 

dry that our community frog census activity had to be cancelled because of the danger of 

snakes hiding in the cracks. Walking over that ground with its deep cracks and shrinking 

pools of water, I know the dryness of this drought. These problems are also 



simultaneously global problems. Climate change will affect all parts of the earth, albeit in 

different local ways. We know, for example, that the arctic ice caps are melting at a rapid 

rate, that sea levels will rise, that species will be lost. These issues require people to 

engage in a global spatial imagination. If these issues of space and place that emerge in 

the phenomenon of climate change are to be addressed at all, they must be addressed by 

complex eco-social, political and economic actions and decisions at all levels. They are 

also already educational issues requiring a fundamental transformation in our thinking 

and our way of life. In this paper I think through the question of how we can approach 

these questions as educational researchers. What might be an adequate educational 

response? How might we educate a generation of children and adults who inhabit a global 

cyber world to be attached to their local places, to inhabit, and to know place differently?  

 

Two current research projects have moved me to think about these issues in relation to 

education and educational research. The first is about water in the drylands of the 

Murray-Darling Basin. The second is about how we teach and learn about place and 

community across the curriculum, from early childhood to school and adult and 

community education.  These research projects arose out of many years of research about 

our relationship to place. In these new projects I made the move to consider space and 

place in relation to questions of education. In the first project I am mainly working with 

Indigenous partner researcher/artists and their representations of water in the Murray 

Darling Basin, centred on the Ramsar listed Narran Lakes in western NSW. I had 

imagined that this project would focus on connections between people, and water places 

in western NSW, spreading out from the Narran Lakes. It developed a life of its own, 

linking places north into Queensland and south through the various river systems into the 

Darling. Because of my recent shift to Victoria, I am now planning to let the project 

move, as it was already inclined to do, right down to the Murray River and spend the 

third year of the project working with artists from the different language groups from the 

countries of the Murray River. The project was conceived in relation to the drought but 

the drought has intensified and the Murray-Darling Basin, as a global imaginary, has 

become visible on the nation’s agenda. It has also been closely and firmly linked to the 

issue of climate change.  

 

The second project was designed to be located in three locations where universities had a 

brief to engage with their local communities and places – Logan in Brisbane, the Western 

Sydney region, and Armidale, on the northern tablelands of NSW. The aim is to examine 

pedagogies of place in early childhood, school and adult/community education 

respectively in these sites, with my focus being on adult and community education. When 

I took up my current position at Monash University’s Gippsland campus in Victoria, I re-

located the adult and community education aspect of the project to Latrobe Valley. Part 

of my engagement was to document my own place learning as an adult moving into this 

place and its communities. I mapped this place learning using body/place journal writing, 

identifying places, organisations and individuals, who were key to this process. These 

included local and regional galleries, tourist information centres, neighbourhood centres, 

national parks, landcare organisations, and power station educational tours. The second 

part of this research is to interview individuals from those organisations and others 

providing adult and community education, to identify the pedagogies they use in teaching 



and learning place and community. Because the location is greater Gippsland, including 

Latrobe Valley, issues of representation and alternative storylines in relation to climate 

change have emerged as a significant aspect of this study. The project itself, however, has 

a deeper underpinning in theorising place pedagogies outside discourses of environmental 

crisis. This allows us to consider the contribution educational researchers might make to 

teaching and learning about place and community in a global world.  

 

 

Space and place 

 
Yesterday I woke in the night with the strongest clearest image of the Gwydir River. I could call up all the 

places on the Gwydir where we had picnics, boiled billies, lazed in shallow water in summer, but this 

image was particular. It was the shallow winding strands of golden water, on a wide sandy river bed, 

shaded by soft, dark green casuarinas at the junction of Booralong Creek. The memory is a painful longing 

in my heart space, as I realise what I have done, how far I have come from this place that has been always 

there for me, for more than twenty years now, on the New England tablelands. For me it is yet another 

displacement, a migration, having grown up in Sydney and lived in many places. What is this condition of 

the migrant? 

 

In order to address issues of space and place in educational practice and research, it is 

important to know something of the scholarly conversations in space and place more 

generally. I was planning to attempt to provide an overview of space and place literature 

but soon discovered even geographers writing in the area comment that it is too vast 

(Massey, 2005).  It is also dangerous ground because it is inherently interdisciplinary. 

There is always the likelihood of getting it wrong and as educators, being seen as 

trespassing clumsily onto others’ territories. The first question I was asked in a peer 

review of a research proposal about place in education was ‘what do you mean by place?’ 

I will begin by using this question to examine some of the key definitions of space and 

place.  

 

It became immediately apparent when considering the question of definitions of place 

that some theorists prefer the term ‘space’ and some the term ‘place’. While I more 

frequently use the term place to describe my work, I acknowledge that space and place 

are two concepts so deeply implicated in one another that it is impossible to consider one 

without the other: 

 

In popular discourse space and place are often regarded as synonymous with terms 

including region, area and landscape. For geographers, however, these twin terms have 

provided the building blocks of an intellectual (and disciplinary) enterprise that 

stretches back many centuries. (Hubbard et al, 2004, 3)  

 

I found Key Thinkers in Space and Place (Hubbard et al, 2004), a most useful text to 

make sense of the contemporary literature in space and place. It focuses on ‘the more 

recent history of spatial thinking in human geography to illustrate the diverse ways in 

which space and place are presently conceptualised and analytically employed to make 

sense of the world’ (Hubbard et al, 2004, 4). Many of the key thinkers, such as Foucault, 

Haraway, Latour, and Butler, come from outside the discipline of geography. The book 

has 52 brief chapters by different authors outlining the Biographical details and 



theoretical context, Spatial contributions, Key advances and controversies, and Major 

works of each of these ‘key thinkers’. Of course, none are Australian, few are women, 

and there is an overwhelming predominance of white Anglo-American male theorists. 

They are, however, identified by cultural geographers as the key theorists informing 

scholarly debates in the field. The Introduction provides an especially useful overview of 

contemporary thinking about space and place, and the intellectual and disciplinary 

genealogies of this thinking. 

  

This was not my beginning point, however, even for this exercise. It provides a map but, 

for me, it is not the field. I began with a diverse range of literatures in space and place 

that I have found important in relation to the research questions that I have been asking. 

These are often Australian based, although their theorising may be informed by key Euro-

American thinkers. It became clear to me after considering the question of ‘what is 

place?’ in relation to these literatures that how different theorists understand place 

depends on their different personal and political investments, disciplinary bases, 

theoretical, and methodological paradigms. Asking the question ‘what is place’ of these 

diverse literatures then, reveals much about the positioning of these theorists in relation to 

some of the key debates around space and place.  

 

While we
3
 have amassed a large, diverse and growing collection of definitions of space 

and place, here I will examine just three groupings of these definitions in order to map 

the possible contributions they might make to thinking about space and place in 

education. 

 

A ‘global sense of place’ 
In the early morning I walk with my dogs down to the roundabout on the edge of town. The world of 

suburban houses opens out and there is a wonderful big puff of clouds tinged pink from sunrise against a 

clear blue sky. But as the street opens out the view I can see the six chimneys of the power station, two by 

two by two, with a thin trail of umbilical vapour connected to the big cloud. It’s a power station cloud. I 

run back home to get my camera, worried that by the time I get back to this spot it will have gone. Dogs 

running, camera slung round my neck, only a few minutes - and yes, it has changed. Pink tinge gone, still 

lit bright in the early morning light, it is more normalised, a bright daytime cloud in this blue day. I have to 

take a photo so you will understand. Space, place and time, weather, climate change, culture and nature, 

the significance of that moment of representation.  

 

The newest discourses of place have emerged from within globalisation studies, where 

we are said to live in a ‘dramatically delocalized world’ (Appadurai, 1996, 204).  

Locality studies, and associated understandings of place, are considered a problem, or at 

least in need of reconceptualisation in relation to the impact of global forces, global 

connections and global imagination, on local places (Burawoy et al, 2000, 5). In For 

Space Doreen Massy (2005) begins with ‘the battles over globalisation, the politics of 

place, the question of regional inequality, engagements with ‘nature’ and the 

complexities of cities’ and suggests that we need to think about space differently’ 

(Massey, 2004,: 1).  Throughout this text Massey develops an argument for ‘a global 

sense of place’: ‘This is an understanding of place as open (‘a global sense of place’), as 
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woven together out of ongoing stories, as a moment within power-geometries, as a 

particular constellation within the wider topographies of space and as in process, as 

unfinished business’ (Massey, 2005a, 131). In this understanding of place, stories, power 

and topography are central, but the significant aspect is the unfinished business, the 

ongoing negotiation of place.  

 

Much of the conversation in For Space is based on an argument, more fully developed in 

another paper (Massey, 2006) about the mountains of Skiddaw in Massey’shome town. 

She argues that, rather than conceptualise local place as fixed and bounded through her 

understanding of these mountains as permanent and timeless, she now sees these 

mountains as on the move when considered in geological time: ‘Places not as points or 

areas on maps, but as integration of space and time; as spatio-temporal events’ (Massey, 

2005, 130). It is a carefully developed argument about conceptions of ‘place’ that 

depends on interdisciplinary knowledge from geology. Place, for Massey is defined by a 

quality of ‘throwntogetherness’, which propels the need to negotiate in the here and now: 

 

…what is special about place is not some romance of a pre-given collective identity or 

of the eternity of the hills. Rather what is special about place is precisely that 

throwntogetherness, the unavoidable challenge of negotiating a here-and-now (itself 

drawing on a history and a geography of then and theres); and a negotiation which 

must take place within and between both human and nonhuman. (Massey, 2005, 140)  

 

Massey refers to this moment of space-time conjunction in the global flows of both 

culture and nature as the ‘event of place’:  

 

This is the event of place. It is not just that old industries will die, that new ones take 

their place, not just that the hill farmers round here may one day abandon their long 

struggle, nor that the lovely old greengrocers is now all turned into a boutique selling 

tourist bric a brac. …It is also that the hills are rising, the landscape is being eroded 

and deposited; the climate is shifting; the very rocks themselves continue to move on. 

The elements of this ‘place’ will be, at different times and speeds, again dispersed. 

(Massey, 2005, 141).  

 

The focus of new approaches to place influenced by globalisation studies is on mobility, 

the ongoing dynamic of place and culture where even the ‘ground’ of place is shifting. A 

conception of local places based on fixity and boundedness is no longer adequate in a 

globalised world: ‘The world is on the move’, (Appadurai, 1996). The emphasis in this 

concept of place is not so much the place as the human events that happen in that place, a 

concept of space as constructed by those events. 

 

Bioregion as place 
In the hills near home I breathe the air of trees. Tall, tall trees, huge girth, quiet, birds, smell of moist cool 

air. Movement, feel of walking, sand underfoot, surprise of sand. At the bottom of the valley there is moss 

on logs and light is green, filtered through leaves. I walk into a huge tree with a hollow at the base, 

through layers of openings, like dark curtains, blackened by old fires. A wallaby, startled, hops a little way 

into a clearing then eats again. Halfway up the ridge the rustle of a lyrebird flicking his long ornate tail. 

He moves slowly away, until hidden by ferns, pecks into the leaf litter, busy. And further up the track a 

female, with a tiny bird that at first I think is a chick, hopping around her on ferns and logs.  



 

The concept of bioregion as place derives from the physical sciences and natural resource 

management and is itself an interdisciplinary concept that links social and ecological 

processes. This notion of place underpins the framework of catchment management used 

as the basis for eco-social regional development within Australia. In Bioregional 

Planning, David Brunckhorst describes his agenda in terms similar to those with which I 

began this paper, ‘The biosphere is struggling to cope with natural resource depletion, 

ozone depletion, acid rain, ecosystem loss, polluted air, land, rivers and oceans’ 

(Brunckhorst, 2000, vii). He understands place in bioregional terms:  

 

The term bioregion refers to an area of land and/or water whose limits are defined not 

by political boundaries, but by the geographical distribution of biophysical attributes, 

ecological systems and human communities. …Bioregion needs to be a ‘recognisable’ 

similar environment/s to the people that live, work, recreate and use resources there. 

(Brunckhorst, 2000, 37) 

 

In this sense a bioregional framework takes account of both ‘ecological functional 

processes and social processes’ (Brunckhorst, 2000, 35). In this concept it is ‘the 

geographic ‘place’ that integrates multiple capacities of social systems’ with ‘ecological 

capacity at multiple scales’. The notion of multiple scales is central to this conception of 

place and Brunckhorst describes this concept using the metaphor of the raindrop, which I 

quote at length because it is central to this conception of place: 

 

The connectivity of nature through multiple scales of space and time are demonstrated 

by fractals … Consider the hydrological cycle. A single raindrop hits the earth at the 

scale of millimetres. Some will be absorbed into the soil, but many more similar 

raindrops create a puddle that is a metre or two across. Rivulets gather (10s of metres) 

and flow into small streams (kilometres), which in turn feed larger and larger rivers 

(100s kilometres), eventually to feed oceans (1000s kilometres) and evaporate to 

travel the global atmosphere as water vapour. (Brunckhorst, 2000, 17) 

 

The actions and choices of local human communities interacting with the ecological 

systems of the local landscape affect a ‘place’ and give rise to its social identity 

(Brunckhorst, 2000, 35), but they also interact at each of these scales. Brunckhorst 

defines these scales as biosphere, biome, ecoregion, bioregion, landscape and patch, and 

maintains that human interaction with the environment occurs mainly at the level of 

landscape, however, returning to the example of the raindrop, he demonstrates the 

necessity to move up down and across the different scales: ‘If the droplets of water are 

contaminated as it falls through the atmosphere acid rain forms. The location and 

excessive use of coal power generation clearly demonstrates the environmental and social 

costs of human activities across multiple scales’ (Brunckhorst, 2000, 18). The interesting 

thing about the concept of bioregion is that it specifically conceptualises place as related 

to a physical geographic place. Place is conceptualised as located at the intersection of 

ecological and social processes occurring at different scales, and encapsulating a dynamic 

of relationships up down and across these scales.  

 



 

‘Indigenous’ places 
Images from Ray Thomas’s paintings at Latrobe Regional Gallery haunt me in the night. Primaeval forest 

with huge rocks and the still, still water of the Tidal River. He talked about sitting on the museum floor with 

all the Gunnai shields spread out in front of him, spending hours just taking them in, drawing the diamond 

patterns that are now part of his work. Feeling the Old People in place. He draws them now in his 

paintings, appearing from smoke, visible only from certain angles. In one series they are shadowy figures 

within the diamond patterns. Viewed straight on the shadowy figures of the Old People are visible; viewed 

from the side only the raised surface of diamond patterns appears. Ridges of scars on skin. These shadowy 

figures inhabit my night with me. ‘Gunnai Ukan’ (mother) stories linger in this place. 

  

Australian scholars, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, have engaged with Indigenous 

places since first settlement (see Carter, 1987). One of the most prominent scholars
4
 of 

Indigenous places, Debra Bird Rose, is an anthropologist and place researcher who has 

spent many years working with Australian Aboriginal people and their concepts of place. 

Drawing on stories, songs and song poems in the public domain, in Nourishing Terrains, 

Rose describes Indigenous concepts of place in the less settled parts of Australia: 

 

Country is a place that gives and receives life. Not just imagined or represented, it is 

lived in and lived with. … People talk about country in the same way they would talk 

about a person: they speak to country, sing to country, visit country, worry about 

country, feel for country, and long for country. Country is not a generalised or 

undifferentiated type of place … country is a living entity with a yesterday, today and 

tomorrow with a consciousness, and a will toward life (Rose, 1996,7).  

 

According to this understanding of place, ‘country’ is a subject in its own right that 

people engage with in a reciprocal relationship. An important aspect of this 

understanding is that country needs care which is expressed in speaking, singing, visiting, 

worrying, and longing, as an everyday enacting of that care, as well as being ritualized in 

ceremony. Place, in this concept is multi-dimensional: 

   

Country is multi-dimensional – it consists of people, animals, plants, Dreamings; 

underground, earth, soils, minerals and waters, surface water, and air. There is sea 

country and land country; in some areas people talk about sky country. Country has 

origins and a future; it exists both in and through time. As I use the term here I refer to 

areas of land and/or sea including the subsurface ands sky above, in so far as 

Aboriginal people identify all these components as being part of their particular 

country. (Rose, 1996, 8)  

 

Country is a specific place with characteristic landscape forms and material terrain, 

broadly encompassing all forms of land and water, skyforms, and all living creatures in 

an interconnected system. This is also a spatial-temporal concept, linking time to space, 

in the concept of the dreaming, understood as a cyclical and ongoing creation of all that is 

in which human actors have key responsibilities. Place in this sense is both specific and 
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multiple, mobile and fixed, bounded and unbounded, unconstrained by the ‘great binaries 

of western thought’.   

 

Rose is responsible for initiating the ‘Ecological humanities’ section of the Australian 

Humanities Review (Rose, 2004). Her objective in bringing ‘ecology’ and ‘humanities’ 

together is to foster scholarship beyond binary thinking: ‘[t]he ecological humanities 

works across the great binaries of western thought’ (Rose, 2004, 1). The context of 

Ecological humanities is described as ‘rapid social and environmental change’ and an 

ethical imperative in settler societies ‘to be responsive to Indigenous peoples’ 

knowledges and aspirations for justice’ (Rose, 2004). The introduction to Ecological 

humanities specifies the arts/science divide as a crucial binary for radical change (Rose, 

2004, 1). Underpinning this is the Indigenous/non-Indigenous binary, an even more 

fraught and political terrain. 

 

There are many more examples of definitions of place. These three, chosen in response to 

the question what is place, are representative of three broad approaches. They illustrate 

something of the nature of place at work as ‘a constitutive category’ (Elbaz-Luwisch, 

2004).  The way researchers and theorists position themselves in relation to place is 

dependent on the position from which they speak, including their geographical location. 

Connell (2007), for example, speaks about a ‘southern theory’, from his speaking 

position in Australia, based on the idea that sociological and anthropological theory has 

been founded on studies of ‘the colonies’ but the colonies themselves are constrained 

from speaking back to the centre. Australian researchers in place studies, because of their 

geographical and political locations, have engaged deeply with the politics of Indigenous 

places. Differing approaches to the concept of place are illustrative of different personal 

and political investments, disciplinary areas, subject positions in relation to those 

disciplines, and the key thinkers in space and place that they draw on to understand their 

work.  

 

One way to conceptualise these differences productively is through the concept of the 

‘contact zone’ (Pratt, 1991). In his theorising of the contact zone as a space in between, 

Carter (1987) suggests that the main function of the contact zone is to keep the space of 

difference open, even to the point of suspending meaning. This means that, rather than 

engage in argument to uphold one position or another, we open a conversation and 

suspend foreclosure based on paradigm wars and disciplinary differences. This does not 

mean a meaningless eclecticism but an informed conversation across different paradigms 

and disciplines.  

 

It is possible to use the idea of place as a constitutive category to analyse how the concept 

of place functions in these approaches, what work place is doing. I would argue, for 

example, that each of these approaches to place is underpinned by an intimate, embodied 

relationship to specific local places - Massey’s mountains of her home town; 

Brunckhorst’s metaphor of the raindrop; and Rose’s ‘Indigenous’ country that we 

mutually inhabit. Each of these concepts is based on interdisciplinary knowledge of 

place. Massey draws on geology for her most basic argument, Brunckhorst spans physical 

sciences, and planning/community development and Rose draws on Indigenous 



knowledge systems through her practice of anthropology. The knowledge about place 

generated in the space between these disciplinary boundaries does not belong to either 

discipline. It is new interdisciplinary knowledge framed within the concept of place. In 

this sense it is possible to analyse the literature of space and place by asking the question 

what does place do, rather than what place is. 

 

What does place do? 

Using the concept of the contact zone, then, we can imagine these different theorists of 

space/place sitting around a seminar room table, or even around the circle of a bora ring. 

The purpose of this contact zone is to keep the differences open, to explore the 

possibilities of the conversation. Thinking in terms of such a conversation, it is possible 

to analyse what the concept of place might offer. I would suggest that the concept of 

place functions as a bridge between the local and the global, between different knowledge 

systems, and between different disciplines and theoretical and methodological paradigms. 

In my work with archaeologists, for example, the particular physical location of our work 

on the mid north coast of NSW, enabled conversations about place knowledge generated 

within the disciplines of archaeology and oral history. These productive research 

conversations bridged the differences between an epistemology based in a belief in direct 

access to physical reality and an epistemology based in reality as accessed through 

representation (Beck and Somerville, 2005). This bridging of physical reality and 

representation has the potential to bring positivist paradigms from the physical sciences 

into conversation with post positivist research in the emerging field of ‘ecological 

humanities’ and eco-social sustainability (Rose, 2004; Green and Reid, 2004). Such a 

bridging of different disciplinary and subject areas is imperative in addressing the big 

questions space and place raised at the beginning of this paper - climate change, drought 

and loss of species. 

 

 

Space and place in education 

 
At the gym this morning confronted by the quilting ladies who’ve taken over the Churchill Leisure Centre 

for their first major quilting exhibition. In the Neighbourhood Centre rooms stretch endlessly, all hung with 

quilts, embroidery and textile work, knitting, painting on old objects, stalls with plants, homemade candles, 

preserves and jams, soft toys, all the sorts of arts that women do. There are lots and lots of women looking 

at the quilts, laughing, talking about their work. An older woman, bent, with sun spotted skin, says to 

another, ‘I’m in seventh heaven’. Women laugh about how they make quilts and give them away, as fast as 

they can make them, hundreds of hours of work, they just love doing it. The space is transformed. 

 

While there have been many interdisciplinary conversations, space and place appear to be 

under- theorised and researched in education. Place is usually seen as ‘context’ and there 

has been little research that focuses on place as a constitutive category (Elbaz-Luwisch, 

2004). A review of the considerable literature about new teachers, for example, revealed 

only three studies that focussed on place. These were reported in a paper from Israel 

(Elbaz-Luwisch, 2004), and two papers from NSW about rural teacher education (Green 

and Reid, 2004; McConaghy et al, 2005). In my own work, for a long time I felt a major 

disconnection between my disciplinary basis in adult and workplace education and my 

writing and research in place. This was a strange separation because I was always aware 

that most of my work in place research, especially with Aboriginal people, had an 



educational function. It just did not seem to fit with any of the questions that were being 

addressed in educational research until I read David Gruenewald’s papers arguing for a 

place-based or place-conscious education (Gruenewald, 2003a; 2003b) that I began to 

bring these apparently disparate fields together productively in my own work. I can now 

locate my own formulations of a pedagogy of place within a geneaology of place-based 

education. 

  

The emergence of calls for a place based-education in Western knowledge traditions ‘to 

better serve the social and ecological well-being of particular places’ is related to ‘an 

ecologised humanist tradition’ in the U.S. (Ball and Lai, 2006, 262).  In particular, 

Kentucky farmer, Wendell Berry (eg Berry, 1972; 1993), is identified as representative of 

the ‘ecohumanist’ approach underlying this tradition. Berry, and subsequent scholarship 

in this tradition, critiques the role of educational institutions in ignoring the ‘infinitely 

particular world of watersheds, growing seasons and ecological niches’ (Zency, 1996, in 

Ball and Lai, 2006, 265). Writers in this tradition foreground the significance of local 

places in educational processes. Philosophically, this ‘ecologised humanist tradition’ is 

underpinned by an enlightenment humanist philosophy and the autonomous, rational, 

subject of liberal humanism (Weedon, 1997). Gruenewald’s call for a critical place-

conscious education is both a development of, and a reaction to, the philosophical 

tradition of ecohumanism:  

 

Critical perspectives on place-based education provide a corrective to the romantic 

excesses of ecohumanists, which generally lead to a depoliticization of place, 

community, and the local. … they[critical perspectives] suggest a central importance 

even in place-based education for teaching and learning of critical tools for 

understanding and generating mechanisms for larger-than-local socio-ecological 

transformation. (Ball and Lai, 2006, 270) 

 

Gruenewald’s (2003a, 2003b) articles radically transformed my thinking because of the 

explicit linking of place and pedagogy. ‘Place’, according to Gruenewald, is ‘profoundly 

pedagogical’: ‘as centers of experience, places teach us about how the world works, and 

how our lives fit into the spaces we occupy. Further places make us: As occupants of 

particular places with particular attributes, our identity and our possibilities are shaped’ 

(Gruenwald, 2003b, 647). I felt closely aligned with Gruenewald’s description of  

‘decolonisation’ and ‘re-inhabitation’ as the two broad and interrelated objectives for a 

critical place-conscious pedagogy (Gruenewald, 2003a). Decolonisation involves 

developing the ability to recognise ways of thinking ‘that injure and exploit other people 

and place’ (Gruenewald, 2003a, 9). Reinhabitation involves ‘identifying, affirming, 

conserving, and creating those forms of cultural knowledge that nurture and protect 

people and ecosystems’ (Gruenewald, 2003a, 9). I was interested to explore how these 

ideas enabled an articulation of the pedagogical qualities of my research in place. I was 

also aware, however, that my methodologies, developed within a feminist poststructural 

perspective, and in collaboration with Australian Aboriginal people, differed 

philosophically and practically from Gruenewald’s ideas. There was a possibility of a 

productive conversation.  

 



In response to Gruenewald’s call for a critical place based education, I began to formulate 

the key elements of a pedagogy of place based on feminist poststructural and postcolonial 

theorising. This place pedagogy is empirical in the sense that it derives from qualitative 

empirical studies. It is underpinned by my own learning. Over twenty years of 

collaborative research with Australian Aboriginal people, and working through the lens 

of feminist poststructural theory, I had learned to think through place. What was this 

process and what were its essential elements? In the following section I summarise the 

key elements that together form a conceptual framework for this place pedagogy:- our 

relationship to place is constituted in stories (and other representations); the body is at 

the centre of our experience of place; and place is a contact zone of cultural contact. 

These elements must all be simultaneously present and do not have any hierarchical 

ordering.  

 

Our relationship to places is constituted in stories (and other representations)  
I search for the owner of a creamy white quilt, made in 1915 by Mrs Tess Mills, sewn by hand, and by 

candlelight. Marj tells me it was on the same iron bedstead on the same farm verandah since it was made 

in 1915 until just a few months ago. She unfolds the old quilt ceremoniously. It is creamy white like old 

parchment. Small individual circles of cloth have been gathered on one side into the centre so that the back 

looks like a flat circle and the front like a gathered flower. The circles are tenuously joined to each other at 

the back by a thickening of fine stitches on four points. The style is called Sussex puff, it is double bed size 

with fine crocheted lace all around the borders. Marj lays it over the sofa where it drapes like falling lace, 

for me to photograph. I am glad I did not bring the tape recorder because it feels like women’s business, 

more friendly to just listen and learn.  

 

The first key concept that I am proposing for a place pedagogy is that our relationship to 

place is communicated in stories. Here I understand story as a basic unit of meaning 

making: ‘Stories bring nature into culture and ascribe meaning to places, species and 

processes which would otherwise remain silent to the human ear’ (Sinclair, 2001, 22). 

Place storytelling has many dimensions. It can be oral, visual, performative, collective, 

and emplaced. It has many modes of representation – audio recordings, written 

transcripts, photos, drawings, and maps. I expand the concept of story to include the 

expressions of visual artists, sculptors, and poets, as well as scientists, policy makers and 

agriculturalists. Each discipline and artistic modality has its own forms and genres of 

place stories. 

 

The analytical strategy of storylines, as developed in feminist poststructuralism (Davies, 

2000; Sondergaard, 2002), can be used deconstructively to analyse how stories function 

to shape places: ‘A storyline is a condensed version of a naturalized and conventional 

cultural narrative, one that is often used as the explanatory framework of one’s own and 

other’s practices and sequences of action’ (Sondergaard, 2002, 191). Dominant storylines 

of place ‘deny our connection to earthly phenomena, … [and] construct places as objects 

or sites on a map to be economically exploited’ (Gruenewald, 2003b, 624). 

Deconstructing such storylines is therefore part of the process of ‘decolonization’ through 

which we can analyse ways of thinking that injure and exploit other people and places 

(Gruenewald, 2003a, 9). In Australia, for example, Sinclair describes stories about the 

Murray River as participating in a ‘broader cultural and political narrative of 

technological and agricultural progress’. Such stories are shaped by ‘the vision of a 

barren land being made productive; of a silent and timeless place being transformed and 



brought into history by the energy of an industrious and resourceful society’ (Sinclair, 

2001, 43). Such storylines have material consequences and effects. The Murray River, for 

example, is now generally recognized as being in ecological crisis.  

 

The concept of story and storylines can also be used reconstructively to seek out 

previously invisible place stories or to generate new stories about place. Changing our 

relationship to places means changing the stories we tell about places: ‘If human beings 

are responsible for place making, then we must become conscious of ourselves as place 

makers and participants in the sociopolitical process of place making’ (Gruenewald, 

2003b, 627). Storylines ‘are realised and created/changed in the more or less fragmented 

ways they are taken up by subjects as they develop their own narratives’ (Sondergaard, 

2002, 191). They are made and changed in community, and, as Davies (2000, 79) 

reminds us, the task of generating alternative storylines ‘that have the power to displace 

the old is extraordinarily complex’. One of the important aspects of our research is to 

seek out previously invisible and emergent storylines of place. 

 

Place learning is necessarily embodied and local  
Walking to work is a different matter. I see the hills, feel the air, smell the freshness, feel my body warm 

with movement. Setting out on Monday there was a little bit of blue in the sky and occasional sun. For the 

rest of the week until Friday the weather was cloudy and grey. Today, after the fog, the day was sunny. The 

first clear sunny day since I arrived. People said they felt happy from seeing the sun. I think it’s a 

biochemical phenomenon. After days of grey and inside light I experience the sun as strange, like when I 

have been in the movies as a child and come out into the brightness. It feels like time has somehow warped 

and my sense of light and dark is disturbed at some primitive level. I turn my face to the soft warm light. 

  

Of the three elements of this place pedagogy, a focus on the body is the most radical, 

transformative, and challenging. There has been a long and vigorous debate about 

essentialism in relation to the body within feminist theory. My own focus on the 

materiality of the body is partly in critique of an overemphasis on language in feminist 

poststructural theory and partly in relation to acknowledging embodied connection to 

place. In many strands of place research, the subject/object binary is regarded as the 

problematic basis of the separation between subject and object on which environmental 

exploitation is founded. I regard the mind/body binary as primary, and foundational to 

Western language and thought. In Volatile Bodies, feminist philosopher Liz Grosz 

proposed to interrogate philosophy by ‘putting the body at the centre of our notion of 

subjectivity’ (Grosz, 1994, 5). I applied this strategy to place, revisiting a series of place 

projects and experiences, and putting the body, my body, at the centre of place research 

(Somerville, 1999).  

 

Experiences of body/place connection led me to see the landscape itself as the third 

subject, present in all of my research. In Gruenewald’s words, place is profoundly 

pedagogical. It is primarily the materiality of a particular place that is pedagogical for me. 

This learning demands an attentiveness to place from the whole body:  ‘the body, and not 

only the ear, is a trembling flame, a vibrating surface, ruffled water. The body does not 

photograph the world, but filters it across permeable membranes’ (Carter, 1992, 129). It 

is place learning that derives from a deep, embodied intimacy.  

 

Place is a contact zone of cultural contact 



Coming home the train is shabby and it smells. One guy talks loudly and waves his hands all the way. I 

figure he’s talking to a friend or on a mobile phone but I sneek a glance and there is none. When he gets 

out I see he has a bright orange fluoro vest and he talks wildly to the sign on the carriage door. The 

carriage sighs collectively and we watch him disappear from the Station. We all get off the train and on to 

the bus for the next leg of our journey home. I watch people trail wearily onto the bus. They look sort of 

beaten down, obese, or very skinny and raddled looking, deeply lined faces. One man has a bloody sore on 

his forehead. Young girls wear only scant singlet tops and shiver with the cold. I settle in for the final bus 

ride next to a woman about my age. She talks to herself a lot of the time, in an anxious, mousy way and I 

bury myself in my book, escaping briefly to another world.  

 

An important and often overlooked characteristic of place is that specific local places 

offer a material and metaphysical in-between space for the intersection of multiple and 

contested stories. This characteristic of place as a ‘contact zone’ (Pratt, 1992) is a useful 

concept when considering the multiplicity of different stories about the same place such 

as scientific stories, oral histories of place, popular responses to place, immigrant 

experiences of place and so on. It is especially significant in the relationship between 

indigenous, and other subjugated place knowledges, and Western academic thought. 

Carter maintains that the main function of the in-between space of the contact zone is to 

preserve difference, even to the point of suspending meaning (Carter, 1992). The idea of 

the contact zone is importantly different than conceptualisations of the third space (eg 

Soja, 2000) because it focuses primarily on difference, rather than hybridity.  

 

In a large community based research collaboration about Gumbaynggirr relationship to 

place on the mid north coast of NSW, for example, we called this the ‘discomfort zone’. 

We recorded a series of conversations between our team of three Aboriginal and three 

non-Aboriginal researchers about the politics of place representation. In an analysis of 

these conversations we identified different sorts of ‘borderwork’ that were critical to our 

negotiations in the discomfort zone of cultural contact. The ‘borderwork’ critical to 

negotiating difference in the contact zone was precarious, risky and difficult emotional 

work (Somerville, and Perkins, 2003). Some of this involved maintaining boundaries, 

making clear important differences and protocols between Aboriginal people and 

archaeological research practice, and vice versa. But much of the essential work of 

collaboration, however, involved moving across these boundaries. We found this 

boundary crossing work in the discomfort zone to be a place of productive tension based 

on difference and generative of new ideas and possibilities (Somerville and Perkins, 

2003).  

 

 

Applying a place pedagogy framework in educational research 

 
Shirley arrived yesterday morning to do the cleaning while I was still at home, eating breakfast. I explained 

I’d got home at 1.30am this morning from a conference, I was tired, running late. Shirley says that she’s 

tired, too, up after midnight making cushions for her family for Christmas. She has thirty relatives, and 

every year she makes each of them a present for Christmas. This year’s project is cushions. She couldn’t 

just make them one cushion, that would seem a bit strange, so she had to make them two, sixty cushions in 

all. She began in April. She saw a friend knitting patchwork ‘squares’, diamond shapes with a leaf design. 

It took her three days to learn and then she started knitting. Every year her presents are in the colours of 

their favourite football teams, and Shirley counts on her fingers, each of the football teams that different 

members of her family follow – Richmond, Collingswood, St Kilda, and so on. They’re nearly finished now, 

but she’s rushing to meet her deadlines, she’ll bring them next week to show me.  



What is this economy of love, I ask? 

 

There will be several papers in this symposium that address the question of how these 

elements of a place pedagogy can be applied in educational research. I will briefly 

summarise here how I have applied this approach in relation to the adult and community 

education sector in ‘Enabling place pedagogies in rural and urban Australia’. The first six 

months of this research was spent recording, in body/place journal writing, my own 

experiences of learning place and community in Churchill, Latrobe Valley and the wider 

Gippsland region. The journal writing that I have used in this paper comes from these six 

months of body/place writing. Body/place journal writing is a methodological tool that 

focuses on materiality and connections between bodies and places, a process of writing 

through the body.  

 

The journal records daily observations from small and local, such as the moist skin of the 

fungus that grows on the bathroom floor, to the little wetlands that appeared after drought 

breaking rains, to the power station clouds in the sky. I have also recorded many stories 

that I heard about Latrobe Valley, both prior to my arrival, and during those first six 

months. These stories include paintings in an art exhibition by a local Indigenous artist, 

the quilts the women made for the exhibition in the Churchill Leisure Centre as well as 

conversations, newspaper articles and so on. This writing has focused also on the 

interwoven categories of place, body, story and contact zone and act as a sort of check list 

of the elements I want to attend to. I have reflected on my changing identification with 

the Valley and its power stations, my happiness in Churchill and the (im)possibility of 

home. I have read and made notes from new theoretical work including Doreen Massey 

and Lefebvre, as well as historical material related to the Gippsland region.  

 

These observations have also included specific recording of the process of learning place 

and community. I have collected pamphlets, maps and interpretive information about 

local places and communities from the Tourist Information Centre, the National Parks in 

the area, information from the West Gippsland Catchment Management Authority. These 

documents map the informal curricula through which people learn about place and 

community. I began to analyse these pamphlets as curriculum documents, asking what 

can these contribute to a pedagogy of place? How have I used these documents to learn 

place and form community? I have begun to think these maps as curriculum and also 

about curriculum as maps.  

 

The next phase of the project is to interview the key people I have identified in this 

process to interview them about their pedagogies. The first interview was conducted with 

a director of a local urban landcare group and the interview suggests that there are 

powerful pedagogies emerging in Gippsland that speak to the question of climate change. 

In this interview it became clear that there were five key places through which this person 

told her story of place and place pedagogies. So I have now suggested a process of digital 

place story recording where we go to each of those five places and with digital camera 

and audio recorder, we will record her place story in words and images. The process is 

evolving as we proceed in line with the emergent arts based methodology outlined in the 

proposal.  

 



Each of these phases will be analysed and integrated into an understanding of how 

pedagogies of place as they are practiced in the adult and community sector can enhance 

teacher education curricula to address the challenges raised at the beginning of this paper. 

That is How might we educate a generation of children and adults who inhabit a global 

cyber world to be attached to their local places, to inhabit, and to know place differently? 

We are currently developing a new course, for example, in sustainable community 

development, for educators in the adult and community education sector. We have also 

re-mapped our primary education course map around integrative concepts of place and 

community. These initiatives, we hope, will make a difference.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

I began this paper with the local/global phenomena of climate change, drought, and 

extremes of weather as important provocations for thinking about space and place in 

education. These ‘big questions’ offer an ideal starting point for thinking about research 

in space and place in education because they are located at the intersection of major 

practical and theoretical issues, and issues of materiality and representation. They require 

a new interdisciplinary approach. My new location in Latrobe Valley has profoundly 

changed my position in relation to issues of space and place and brought these questions 

to the forefront of my thinking. The response to such issues and the crisis discourse that 

surrounds them is typically seen in terms of techno-scientific and neoliberal economic 

solutions. The challenge is for educators and educational researchers to move beyond 

these crisis discourses and solutions and to ask what might be an adequate educational 

response? How might we educate a generation of children and adults, who inhabit a 

global cyber world, to be attached to their local places, to inhabit, and to know place 

differently? 

 

In thinking through the issues of space and place I have begun with the question ‘what is 

place’ and have explored three clusters of approaches to understanding place:- a global 

sense of place, bioregion as place, and Indigenous places. I believe that all of these 

approaches offer something in terms of thinking through the bigger questions of space 

and place. In analysing these different approaches, I have suggested that they differ 

according to the different personal and political investments, disciplinary areas, and 

particularly geographical location. I believe Australian researchers in place studies have a 

unique contribution to offer. Rather than an agonistic approach that excludes other 

paradigms on the basis of paradigm differences, I suggest that a broad interdisciplinary 

approach is necessary. The concept of the contact zone is a useful way of opening up the 

possibility of interdisciplinary conversations. This then allows us to consider what these 

different concepts of place enable, and how can they be applied in education.  

 

In education, place has typically been seen as ‘context’ and there has been little research 

that focuses on place as a constitutive category. David Gruenewald’s writing has been 

significant in a gathering momentum towards a critical place-based or place-conscious 

education. This has enabled me to reconceptualise my own previous research in terms of 

a place pedagogy, drawing on feminist poststructural and body theorising, and 



Indigenous places. I have summarised this place pedagogy in relation to my new location 

in Gippsland and briefly outlined its application in adult and community education. As 

well as revealing something of the nature of my engagement with place in Gippsland, the 

use of a layered text throughout this paper is intended to create an intertextual 

conversation about place and representation. While it is not the subject of this paper, one 

of the most important aspects of this place pedagogies approach is a focus on 

representation. This has meant not only deconstructing given representations, such as the 

chimney stacks of the power stations as signifiers of the Valley, but producing alternative 

representations through emergent arts based methods.  

 

In following through this train of thought I hope to generate productive conversations 

around space and place in education. Through this we may build a scholarly community 

in which educational researchers can address some of the big questions that confront the 

world today and are otherwise left to the techno-scientific solutions of a neoliberal 

government.  
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