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The purpose of this mixed methodology action research was to determine if a 

place-based learning experience would lead to changes in student engagement, writing 

achievement, and community perception. Specifically, this study attempted to answer the 

following questions: What impact does a place-based learning experience have on student 

engagement within a writing workshop? What impact does a place-based learning 

experience have on student achievement within a writing workshop? What influence does 

a place-based learning experience have on the community's perception of the school? 

This action research study took place in a rural elementary school located in 

central New Hampshire. There were 61 fourth graders and three teachers that participated 

in this study. A community survey was also distributed which included 94 

parents/guardians, 23 community members, and 11 staff members.   
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  There were eight findings in this study. The first finding showed 89% of students 

strongly or somewhat agreed that choosing their own writing topics contributed to 

engagement. The second theme revealed by examining student open response questions, 

classroom observations, and teacher interviews was that writing set in a social context 

increases student engagement. In the area of writing achievement, 100% of the teacher 

participants strongly agree or somewhat agree that they noticed an improvement in 

student writing achievement since the implementation of place-based learning. Overall 

student growth increased 1.56 points from 3.82 to 5.38 on the pre- and post-writing 

assessment. A matched pair t-test was used to determine if the difference between the 

average pre-writing score and post-writing score was significant. The p value = .026, 

which is statistically significant. As for the influence of a place-based learning experience 

on community perception, five themes emerged: creativity and innovation, inspires a new 

generation of learners, connection to the community, encourages hands on learning, and 

conjures pride in the local community. 
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Executive Summary: July  

 

Introduction: The purpose of this action research study is to investigate how the 

implementation of a place-based learning experience impacts student writing 

achievement, student engagement, and the local community. 

 

Problem of Practice: The emphasis on a scripted writing program has reduced students’ 

opportunity for authentic, inquiry-based writing instruction and limited place-based 

learning opportunities. By anchoring all learning in place-based experiences, students are 

given opportunities to develop their writing through topics they are deeply connected to, 

which will likely increase student engagement. This action research will focus on a place-

based learning experience in an elementary school writing workshop.   

 

Research Method: This mixed-methods action research study examines place-based 

learning in a fourth-grade classroom.. A triangulation method was used to ensure cross-

validation of the data used in this study (Creswell, 2014). 

 

Summary of Findings: Statistically significant differences were reported based on pre- 

and post-writing informational writing assessments. Student engagement was reported as 

96% when using the classroom engagement tool (Grand Valley State University START 

Project, 2021). Five themes emerged after examining all open responses and teacher 

interviews: Creativity and innovation; Inspires a new generation of learners; Connection 

to the community; Encourages hands on learning; and Conjures pride in the local 

community. 

 

Limitation(s) of Study: This action research study includes the following limitations: the 

sample size of Granite Elementary School, limited transferability, and the researcher’s 

own biases given the researcher’s position in Granite Elementary School. 

 

Implications/Significance of Study:  Future research may want to expand engagement 

and achievement to subject areas other than writing. This study focused on elementary 

aged students, but further investigating of other levels of schooling is warranted and 

could enhance the transferability of both engagement factors and achievement levels.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Problem of Practice 

Place-based learning is the process of using the local community and environment 

as a starting point to teach concepts in literacy and other subjects across the curriculum.  

According to the Nebraska Writing Project (2021), it is important for students to make 

connections with their local communities to understand the interconnected world we live 

in today. One way that communities can work to strengthen their sense of ‘place’ is 

through reframing their school systems into incorporating a place-based education. Place-

based learning is personalized and connects learning to the local community which in 

turn increases engagement (Ark et al., 2020; Sobel, 2006). Place-based learning 

approaches build on the strong affinity people have for their communities to accomplish 

preservation of natural resources and local history. 

Unfortunately, many elementary students have limited opportunities to engage in 

learning in a place-based, authentic, environmental setting (Rios & Brewer, 2014). 

Granite Elementary School is located in the Lakes Region of New Hampshire with access 

to nature trails, ponds, and a sugarhouse on the school campus. However, formal learning 

experiences that leverage the power of place remain the exception at Granite Elementary 

School. 

For the past two years, schools have been disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

School leaders struggle to set priorities in the 2021-22 school year. Specifically, schools 

are struggling on whether to focus on academic loss and achievement gaps, social-

emotional learning issues of isolation, or capitalize on technology innovations developed 
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by teachers over the past two years. Hargreaves (2021) believes schools should focus on 

student engagement as the right priority. Students have disengaged from school and from 

learning over the past two years. A survey conducted by Education Week reported that 

42% of teachers believed levels of engagement had dropped compared to before the 

coronavirus (Herold & Kurtz, 2020). 

Hargreaves (2021) states the failure to engage students is not due to lack of 

motivation on teacher’s part, but the obstacles that exist in our school systems. One 

obstacle is testing and the standardization of curriculum. In order to bring meaning and 

purpose to learning, schools must bring learners outside to develop their physical and 

emotional health and establish a connection with their local environment and community 

(Hargreaves, 2021; Sobel, 2016; Ark et al., 2020). It is imperative that schools provide 

students with meaningful curriculum experiences to engage all learners. One way to 

engage learners is to connect them to their local community. When children spend less 

time outdoors, they are less informed about the environment and potentially less likely to 

care about its future (Anderson, 2017).  

Granite Elementary School uses the Units of Study for Writing as their scripted 

writing program. According to Toth (2021), causes of low student engagement include 

scripted programs, heavy use of worksheets, and students having a passive role in their 

learning.  Westerlund and Besser (2021) found that the Units of Study for Writing script 

for Bringing History to Life was problematic in both creating and maintaining 

opportunity gaps in writing development for multilingual learners in a fourth grade 

classroom. Students who made progress did so because they did not need help from the 

teacher, and those who needed explicit language teaching to make progress did not get 
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the support needed. The prescribed nature of the scripted writing program and lack of 

personalization is cause for concern for Granite Elementary School.  

Student engagement increases when the curriculum has authentic value and is 

connected to the school and local community (Clark, 2008).  Exposing students to their 

school’s natural environment could lead to strong student engagement and improve 

writing achievement by increasing student engagement (Bird, 2017; Carter-Guyette, 

2019; Kinberg, 2021; Lake, 2018; Sobel, 2006). Considering the importance of 

engagement (Coates, 2005; Graham et al., 2007; Pascarella et al., 2010; Trowler & 

Trowler, 2010), as well as the need for improving students’ literacy achievement, 

specifically in writing, this action research will focus on whether a place-based learning 

experience impacts engagement within a writing workshop at Granite Elementary 

School.    

Global Perspectives 

Writing is a valuable component for both current educational reform efforts and 

individual success in schools and the workplace, and unfortunately the quality of writing 

in the United States is a concern. A study by Cutler and Graham (2008) indicated the 

majority of elementary students in the United States are not proficient writers. Results 

from the National Center for Educational Statistics ([NCES], 2008) on writing indicate 

that in 2002 only 28% of the nation’s fourth graders scored at or above proficiency in 

writing on the Writing Assessment components of the Nation’s Report Card.  Therefore, 

it is important for teachers to provide students with effective instructional strategies for 

writing (Anderson 2017, Singagliese, 2012).  
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The emphasis on reading and math instruction in elementary schools has reduced 

students’ opportunity for authentic, inquiry-based writing instruction (Feinstein, 2009). 

However, place-based learning projects can give students hands-on experience with 

investigation and inquiry based problem solving, cultivating skills such as interviewing, 

interacting with the environment, map-making, and public speaking (Anderson, 2017; 

Rote et al., 2015). In the process, students clearly see how curricular topics relate to their 

lives. Part of that process is considering how local issues relate to global issues 

(Anderson, 2017). By exposing students to local issues, they learn to appreciate global 

concerns. 

Globalization and technology have changed the world and teachers must prepare 

their students for these changes. Teachers need to incorporate lessons that expose 

students to current events and issues taking place around the world (Anderson, 2017). 

Place-based learning opportunities provide students the ability to learn content and skills 

through local issues relating to environment, history, culture, and current events (Sobel, 

2004).  Anderson states that this process intends to create strong advocates, both now and 

in the future, for the sustainable health of local communities (2017). Such methods of 

instruction can infuse our schools with civic engagement and student choice, while also 

connecting students to the place where they live.  

Historical Perspectives 

 Place-based education has a well-established historical tradition of learning within 

specific locations (Sobel, 2013). Before formal education, children learned by exploring 

the natural and human-made world and interacting with family, neighbors and one 

another (Smith, 2016).  Place-based education originated in environmental education with 
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an emphasis on the sciences, conservation, and sustainable development (Sobel, 2006). 

According to research conducted by Ford (1986), beginning in the 1970s, support for 

outdoor, environmental education began to develop in schools across the United States. 

Sobel (2013) explained that place-based education is extensive and inclusive and 

examines the landscape, infrastructure, and cultural traditions related to the students’ 

community (Sobel, 2013). Duffin et al. (2004) claimed that participation in Place-Based 

Education Evaluation Collaborative (PEEC) programs makes significant and positive 

contributions to student engagement in learning, student civic engagement, student time 

spent outdoors, and student stewardship behavior. 

Social Perspectives 

Louv (2008) stressed the importance of young people connecting with nature in 

order to learn and grow into healthy, responsible, and engaged community citizens. Hunt 

et al. (2016) indicated there is a decline in children’s participation and engagement in 

nature, yet the elementary years are an important time for students to acquire conceptual 

environmental knowledge (Louv, 2008). Mandated curriculum and scripted programs 

tend to focus on skills rather than inquiry-based, experiential learning, which in turn lead 

to lack of engagement (Sobel, 2013). 

Writing is a way for students to express their ideas, and when exposed to place-

based writing instruction, learners write about things that matter to them and will have 

authority and voice in their writing (Donovan, 2016). By providing an opportunity for 

students to connect to a sense of place in their writing, they begin to understand the 

impact local issues have on the larger community (Brooke, 2011). Comber et al. (2001) 

described a project where younger students described changes they would like to see in 
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their communities, which were sent to the local government. Having these experiences 

incorporated in the curriculum empowers students to advocate for change and reaffirms 

that students have an impact on their own community (Comber et al., 2001). 

Daly and Sharko (2010) described writing as an activity that is as emotional as it 

is cognitive, and suggested that affective factors such as engagement influence the 

writing process. A study by Jacobs (2011) demonstrated that students were eager to write 

utilizing place-based writing instruction in the classroom. Jacobs had students explore an 

aspect of their personal identity as it related to place and asked them to dig into their 

pasts and inquire into how the places they have been have shaped them as individuals. 

The study found that, by tapping into experience, place-based writing gives students 

space to reflect on their time in and perceptions of place, which can lead to exceptionally 

rich writing (Jacobs, 2011). Esposito (2012) came to similar conclusions, and states that 

the inclusion of place encourages students to more seriously contemplate the importance 

of purpose and audience than with traditional writing assignments.  

During a study on place-based writing with English Language Learners, 

Manookin (2018) found that leveraging place made a profound difference in the students, 

with increased engagement and more positive opinions and attitudes about writing in 

general. This suggests that place-based writing assignments are transformational for 

students in not only making them feel more connected to and successful in their academic 

tasks, but also in their overall views of writing as an activity and its potential influence 

(Manookin, 2018).  Therefore, when incorporated in a social context, writing may 

increase student engagement. 
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Local Contexts 

Granite Elementary School is a rural public school located in central New 

Hampshire. The demographics of the school are more than 90% white and less than 10% 

multiple races (New Hampshire Department of Education [NHDOE], 2021). The student 

population of 337 includes 20% economically disadvantaged and 12.4% students with 

disabilities (NHDOE, 2021). Test results indicated that most students who participated in 

the New Hampshire Statewide Assessment System did not improve their English 

Language Arts (ELA) scores from 2017 to 2021. 

Figure 1.1 shows results from Granite Elementary School’s New Hampshire State 

Assessment System (NHSAS) on writing standards from 2018-2021. The fourth grade 

writing proficiency scores have decreased over the past three years, from 43.7% 

proficient in 2018 to 39.5% proficient in 2019, to 28.4% proficient in 2021 (New 

Hampshire Department of Education [NHDOE], 2021).  

Figure 1.1 

Achievement Level Comparisons from 2018-2021 Fourth Grade Writing Standards 
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In the fall of 2020, a school administrator observed low engagement of students 

during writing instruction. Granite Elementary School’s building administrator used a 

student engagement data collection tool to monitor student on- and off-task behaviors in a 

fourth-grade writing class. The classroom engagement data tool is designed to capture 

classroom engagement, which is defined as “appropriately attending to the instruction 

and to monitor student on and off task behaviors” (Grand Valley State University START 

Project, 2021). The building administrator observed 63% engagement of students in the 

fourth-grade writing class when using the student engagement data collection tool in 

2021 as compared to 96% in the fall of 2019. When asked to start writing, the students 

would groan, avoid the task, or ask to leave the room. The writing instruction relied 

heavily on the scripted writing program Units of Study for Writing (S. Walsh, personal 

communications, May 5, 2021). The fourth-grade writing program was focused on 

isolated skills without relevant connection to students’ lives or local problems. Based on 

the administrator’s observation notes, this researcher will focus on engagement within the 

fourth-grade writing class.   

Maintaining place-based education over time has been a challenge in many 

schools, especially in the face of curricular constraints associated with the standards and 

the accountability movement (Smith, 2016). Granite Elementary School is no exception. 

Since 2004, the school grounds and nearby natural areas have remained underutilized. 

Granite Elementary School participated in the Community-based School Environmental 

Education Project (CO-SEED) through Antioch University New England. CO-SEED’s 

primary purpose was to help schools and communities work together to develop 

community and place-based approaches to education, while simultaneously strengthening 
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the community and helping the environment (Sobel, 2004). Unfortunately, the 

implementation of these approaches is often tied to the interests and abilities of specific 

school leaders and teachers. Too often, their departure from a school means that place-

based education disappears or becomes less well-established and supported (Smith, 

2016). Although Granite Elementary School was featured in the 2004 Place-based 

Education Evaluation Collaborative (PEEC) report, it is no longer participating in the 

program due to change in administration and lack of funding. Given the importance of 

place-based learning on student engagement and achievement (Ark et al., 2020; Sobel, 

2004), Granite Elementary School is beginning to explore ways to incorporate place-

based learning back into their curriculum. 

Advocacy and Ethics 

This researcher used the ethical paradigm known as the ethics of care. Shapiro 

and Stefkovich (2005) presented the ethics of care as one way to analyze ethical 

behavior. The ethics of care requires researchers to nurture the emotional and moral 

development of children rather than stress academic achievement as the main purpose of 

schooling (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). This approach aligns with place-based learning 

because of their shared emphasis on reflection, personal growth, and awareness (Algona 

& Simon, 2010). When students purposefully consider their relationship to the local 

community, they relate more closely to the world around them, which helps students see 

themselves as connected to it and in turn starts the process of community building (Ark et 

al., 2020). As students feel more connected and responsible to their environment, they are 

more likely to be empathetic towards their communities (Goralnik & Nelson, 2011).   
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The key social justice issue addressed within this research is providing stronger 

connections between learners and their local community through place-based 

experiences. This action based research aims to create strong advocates for sustainable 

heath of local communities by helping learners to become informed members of their 

community.  Through place based learning experiences, students develop a deeper 

connection to their environment that they can then extend to other places. Learning in a 

variety of places with a wide range of people builds agency, equity and community (Ark 

et al., 2020). By becoming informed members of their own community, students foster a 

greater empathy for those around them, creating a foundation for their future engagement 

in social justice. 

The organizations included in this advocacy for change are non-profit 

organizations whose aim is to strengthen the practice of place-based education initiatives. 

The stakeholders needed to advance advocacy for place-based learning include school 

leadership, school board members, school staff, and community members. This advocacy 

plan will help address the problem of practice by collecting data and information about 

student engagement within an elementary school’s writing classroom. The goal of this 

research is to ensure that all students become an integral part of their local community 

and in turn increase their opportunities for authentic writing. The ethical dilemmas that 

arise within this area of research include variability in teacher ability, inequitable access 

to resources, and the wellness of students. These dilemmas are described in further detail. 

Results from the 2011 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) are 

alarming, as they suggest that by the time American youth reach late adolescence, over 

70% are operating on a basic or below basic writing level and do not display adequate 
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writing skills to meet classroom or future career demands (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2012). Variability in teacher ability and teaching practice are two prominent 

factors contributing to discrepancies in student achievement (Rockoff, 2004; Sanders, 

1997), implying that teachers' pedagogical writing practices and the ways in which they 

are enacted across classroom settings play a significant role in students' writing 

development. In order, then, to address such problems at their onset, a focus on how 

place-based learning experiences can influence primary-grade writing instruction is 

essential. 

Schools should provide all students with all the resources they need to learn to 

their full potential.  Hand et al. (2018) studied children’s engagement and found a link 

between children’s engagement with nature and their socioeconomic status. Children 

from privileged backgrounds had more access to natural settings compared to 

marginalized students (Hand et al., 2018). Schools need to provide all students, regardless 

of socioeconomic status, access to outdoor learning and place-based learning experiences 

that provide inquiry based learning and problem-solving skills. 

As teachers build their classroom community, all students must have equal access 

to the people, places, and organizations that serve as core elements of their community 

(Ark et al., 2020).  Social capital is the network of connections held by any person (Ark 

et al., 2020) that builds through intentional outreach, behaviors, and interactions that are 

not always built equitably into traditional classroom instruction. Those who identify with 

a dominant or powerful population group may be privy to more social bonds with 

teachers and other authorities in and outside of school that then support their academics; 

while those who are marginalized do not have those same opportunities (Ark et al., 
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2020). In addition, when teachers build a strong connection with the community through 

place-based experiences, they level the playing field for all students (Ark et al., 2020).  

Schools must seek out community partners to further enhance the curriculum for all 

students.  

 Another ethical dilemma is the impact decreased time outdoors/outdoor activity 

has had on student wellness. According to new research, during COVID-19 there was a 

50-70 percent increase in internet use. (Pandya & Lodha, 2021).  Children were spending 

over 6 hours on screen time (Panday & Lodha, 2021). This shift inside impacts the 

wellness of American children. Childhood obesity rates have more than doubled in the 

last 20 years and the United States has become the largest consumer of attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) medications in the world; and pediatric prescriptions for 

antidepressants have risen as well (National Recreation and Park Association, 2009, p. 1). 

This action research aims to study place-based learning experiences and the impact it has 

on fostering care for children, the environment, and the community. 

 Focused Problem of Practice 

The emphasis on a scripted writing program has reduced students’ opportunity for 

authentic, inquiry-based writing instruction and limited place-based learning 

opportunities in Granite Elementary School. By anchoring all learning in place-based 

experiences, students are given opportunities to develop their writing through topics they 

are deeply connected to, which will likely increase student engagement. This action 

research will focus on a place-based learning experience in an elementary school writing 

workshop.  
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Central Research Question  

1. What impact does a place-based learning experience have on student engagement 

within a writing workshop? 

2. What impact does a place-based learning experience have on student achievement 

within a writing workshop? 

3. What influence does a place-based learning experience have on the community’s 

perception of the school? 
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Chapter 2: Review of Knowledge for Action  

Place-based learning incorporates the unique characteristics of the local 

community into the curriculum with the intent of engaging students (Ark et al., 2020; 

Sobel, 2006). Place-based teaching can help students develop competencies across all 

curriculum areas, including writing (Sobel, 2006).  By incorporating place-based 

experiences into the writing curriculum, students are given opportunities to develop 

writing about topics they are deeply connected to, which will likely increase student 

engagement (Ark et al., 2020; Duffin et al., 2004; Sobel, 2006). Unfortunately, many 

elementary students have limited opportunities to engage in learning in a place-based, 

authentic, environmental setting (Rios & Brewer, 2014).  

In addition, focusing on increasing student engagement at the elementary level 

may contribute to academic success and school completion (Fredricks et al., 2004). 

Reckmeyer (2019) found that student engagement had a significant positive relationship 

with student academic achievement. In this respect, teaching practices should focus on 

students’ cognition strategies as well as engagement.  

The ability to write well is a key component in the development of children’s 

communication skills (Calkins, 1994). According to Graham et al. (2007), students’ 

writing attitudes affect their writing achievement. Unfortunately, research by Cutler and 

Graham (2008) suggested that most elementary and high school students in the United 

States are not proficient writers. Results from the National Center for Educational 

Statistics (NCES) on writing indicate that in 2002 only 28% of the nation’s fourth 

graders, 31% of the nation’s eighth graders, and 24% of the nation's twelfth graders 

scored at or above proficiency in writing on the Writing Assessment component of the 



15 
 

Nation’s Report Card (NCES, 2008). This illustrates the static or decreasing writing 

capabilities of students as they move through the education system. 

There are many studies (Jennings et al., 2005; Power & Green, 2014; Smith & 

Sobel, 2010) regarding the successful application of place-based learning. However, there 

is limited research on the effectiveness of place-based learning experiences on writing at 

the elementary level. Considering the importance of engagement (Coates, 2005; Graham 

et al., 2007; Pascarella et al., 2010; Trowler & Trowler, 2010), as well as the need for 

improving students’ literacy achievement, specifically in writing, further study is 

warranted.  

Therefore, this action research will focus on the impact of a place-based learning 

experience on student engagement within a writing workshop.  The essential research 

questions for this study are: What impact does a place-based learning experience have on 

student engagement within a writing workshop? What impact does a place-based learning 

experience have on student achievement within a writing workshop? What influence does 

a place-based learning experience have on the community's perception of the school? 

The following sections will provide background, definitions, and context for this 

action research study. In addition, this section will outline the theoretical framework for 

place-based education emphasizing two theories of learning. The literature review will 

focus on the impact of place-based learning on student engagement as well as writing 

achievement. Finally, empirical research and data from relevant stakeholders and 

organizations will be examined that support this research.  
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Definition of Terms  

This section provides an overview of definitions found in the review of literature 

to serve as a guide for understanding the meanings of terms utilized by experts in the 

field.  

Action research is a participatory, cyclical research process in which the 

researcher collects and analyzes data to improve education by incorporating change 

(Mertler, 2014). 

Environmental learning is outdoor inquiry-based education where teachers help 

students develop critical thinking skills, become better problem solvers, learn content 

knowledge, and become more environmentally responsible  (Louv, 2008). 

Experiential learning is a holistic integrative perspective on learning that 

combines experience, perception, cognition, and behavior (Kolb, 1984). 

Inquiry-based learning is posing questions or problems to encourage students to 

learn through their own investigation (Powell & Wells, 2002). 

Authentic learning is learning that takes place as a result of applying knowledge 

and skills in the context of real-life situations (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).  

Project-based learning is a dynamic classroom approach in which students 

actively explore real-world problems and challenges (Sobel, 2008). 

Place-based learning is using the local community and environment as a way to 

teach concepts across the curriculum by emphasizing hands-on, real-world learning 

experiences (Sobel, 2013). 
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 Place-based writing focuses on a specific place, where writing, drafting, and final 

pieces reflect the place that is being written about in both its information and voice 

(Rausch, 2020). 

Writing workshop is a process-oriented approach to teaching writing in which 

students learn and practice the importance of rehearsal, drafting and revising, editing, and 

publishing their own work (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1983).  

Student attitude encapsulates an attitude, perception, and motivation about 

learning (Ernst & Monroe, 2004). 

Student achievement is the amount of academic content a student learns in a 

determined amount of time, or a subset of skills and understanding at one specific point 

in time (Ernst & Monroe, 2004). 

 Student engagement is defined in a variety of ways, engagement consists of three 

different components: behavior, emotion and cognition (Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004).  

Indicators used to assist in defining engagement include active involvement, attention, 

interest, effort, and focus (Ainley, 1993; Helme & Clarke, 2001; Marks, 2000). 

Theoretical Analysis 

Place-based education is an approach that connects learning and communities 

with the primary goals of increasing student engagement, raising academic outcomes, and 

impacting local communities (Anderson, 2017; Ark et al., 2020; Gillies & Rafter, 2017).  
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Figure 2.1 

Conceptual Framework 

 

Note. The conceptual framework of place-based learning is guided by two theories: 

constructivism and social cognition theory (Getting Smart, 2017). 

Constructivist theory is rooted in constructing meaning from the environment and 

emphasizes the importance of investigation and exploration (Creswell, 2009; Theobald, 

1997).  Dewey (1938) connected all education to experience as a natural learning method. 

Smith (2013), Powers (2004), and Woodhouse and Knapp (2000) connected Dewey’s 

theory of constructivism to place-based education. In addition, Powers (2005) related the 

foundation of place-based education to Piaget’s (1954) emphasis on intrinsic motivation, 

student engagement, and active learning. Place-based learning aligns with Piaget’s belief 
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that children learn best when they are able to construct their own understanding by 

investigation and apply knowledge they acquire through direct instruction (Piaget, 1954; 

Sobel, 2006).  

Constructivism emphasizes the importance of connecting learning to previous 

knowledge and experience and supports authentic problem-solving in real situations 

(Demarest, 2015). The basis of constructivism is that knowledge is gained by active 

participation, rather than by passively receiving information (Smith, 2002). Students are 

active in the process of gaining meaning and understanding (Smith, 2002). 

Social cognitive theory focuses on the belief that an individual’s acquisition of 

knowledge is dependent on the observation of others within social situations and 

experiences (Bandura, 2004). Place-based learning offers students the ability to learn 

through observing behaviors and supports emotional reactions to the natural world 

(Bandura, 2004). Social cognitive theory relates to place-based learning as it focuses on 

individuals building their own belief system based on observing others within social 

situations and experiences (Bandura, 2004).  

Writing Workshop 

The writing workshop is an effective instructional strategy that integrates many 

aspects of constructivist theory and social cognitive theory to best support student 

learning. Thomas (2000) asserted that when teachers are working to develop successful 

writers, the writing instruction must have a foundation in constructivist theory to allow 

students the tools to build their own knowledge base. During the writing workshop, 

place-based learning provides opportunities for students to assume a variety of roles that 
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reinforce the critical thinking and language skills necessary for writing (Ark et. al, 2020; 

Sobel, 2006).  

Social cognitive theory is evident in the writing workshop as writers observe and 

learn from peers. Students learn to share their work with peers, ask good questions, and 

provide positive feedback (Meyers & Pough, 2002). Therefore, this research study is 

grounded in both constructivist theory and social cognitive theory in its use of a writing 

workshop model. 

Increased Student Engagement 

Place-based learning is a constructivist learning model that supports student 

engagement (Ark et. al, 2020; PEEC, 2012; Sobel, 2008).  Student engagement occurs 

when students are interested and committed to their own learning (Kuh et al., 2005; 

Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). The Place-based Education Evaluation Collaborative (PEEC, 

2010) has conducted evaluations of place-based programs in twelve states. According to 

PEEC (2010), educators at schools implementing place-based learning opportunities 

report increased student engagement and enthusiasm for learning. When this connection 

between the school environment and the real-world environment is made, the purpose of 

learning is transparent and meaningful, therefore increasing student engagement (Sobel, 

2006).  

A notable study conducted by Lieberman and Hoody (1998) on the impact of 

place-based learning on student engagement and achievement. This study is recognized 

for its thoroughness and connection to place-based education (Lieberman & Hoody, 

1998).  In the study, 98% of educators surveyed reported increased student engagement 

and enthusiasm. Lieberman and Hoody (1998) examined student behaviors and 
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performance on standardized tests in 40 schools across the nation. The study found 

increased problem solving and critical thinking, increased enthusiasm and engagement in 

learning, and gains in summative measures of academic achievement (Lieberman & 

Hoody, 1998).  

A study by Secker (2004) showed student engagement was significantly higher 

for students participating in outdoor education experiences. This study involved three 

elementary and two middle schools in Maryland. In addition, Athman and Monroe (2004) 

concluded that high school students who participated in environmental-based programs 

scored significantly higher on the California Measure of Mental Motivation and the 

Achievement Motivation Inventory.  

Boost in Academic Achievement 

 Furthermore, student engagement is critical for increasing academic achievement 

in science (Lloyd, 2018).  Research by Lloyd (2018) grounded in the constructivist theory 

examined the impact of implementing place-based learning programs in an elementary 

school on student engagement as well as academic achievement. Lloyd found both 

student engagement and academic achievement increased based on a place-based learning 

experience. 

 Place-based learning provides students with an opportunity to engage in relevant, 

hands-on learning experiences (Anderson, 2017; Sobel, 2006).  Bartosh’s (2006) study of 

77 pairs of schools in Washington State found a significant difference in language arts 

performance between schools with and without environmental education programs. On 

the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL), middle school students with 
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environmental education programs had an average score of 51.4, whereas the average 

score of students without an environmental education program was 45.5 (Bartosh, 2006). 

 Duffin et al. (2006) explored the impact of an outdoor education program and 

found Gorham elementary students in New Hampshire improved scaled literacy scores by 

an average of 16 percentage points from Grade 3 to Grade 6, compared to a 2-point 

decrease in state scores during the same time period for students that did not participate 

in the outdoor education program (Duffin et al., 2006). Therefore, place-based learning is 

proven to increase literacy scores. 

Impact on Local Communities  

 Firmly rooted in constructivist theory, place-based learning experiences help 

students increase their understanding of their natural environment and connections to 

people in their communities, which helps develop their sense of place (Ark et al., 2020; 

Chawla, 2015; Power & Wells, 2002). Students that have a strong connection to their 

communities develop stronger environmental attitudes and civic behaviors (Ark et al., 

2020, Sobel, 2006). Place-based learning experiences are the foundation to raising 

awareness of the importance of taking care of the local community (Ark et al., 2020; 

Louv, 2008; Sobel, 2006). 

 According to Louv (2008), it is imperative for educators to “empower students to 

become critical thinkers who can change the world and address environmental concerns 

in ways not currently imaginable” (p. 16). Place-based learning connects families and the 

community to schools as they engage with students through authentic experiences (Ark et 

al., 2020; Sobel, 2006).  The relationships developed through outdoor learning lead to 
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greater community involvement and ultimately increase support for the school (Bell & 

Dyment, 2006; Sobel, 2006).        

Empirical Analysis 

 The following empirical studies represent recent and relevant research on place-

based learning experiences and their impact on student engagement, academic 

achievement in writing, and the perceptions of local communities. The following 

also addresses literature on the topic of place-based writing, as well as studies that 

support place-based learning as contributing to advocacy for local and global citizenship. 

This previous research provides further support for the concept of this study, while also 

highlighting the gap in the literature on the specific topic of place-based experiences and 

the impact on writing achievement within a writing workshop model. 

Increased Student Engagement  

Place-based learning experiences increase student engagement (Coates, 2005; 

Graham et al., 2007; Pascarella et al., 2010; Trowler & Trowler, 2010). One qualitative, 

multiple case study conducted by Carter-Guyette (2019) explored teacher perceptions 

regarding the self-efficacy of students with learning disabilities who have experienced 

environmental place-based teaching practices in K-8 elementary/middle schools.  Data 

was collected from 170 educators primarily from six New England states. Overall, the 

study affirmed educators’ perceptions about the effectiveness of place-based learning on 

the self-efficacy skills of students with learning disabilities. In the area of confidence, 

100% of the participants responded Agree or Strongly Agree. In the area of student 

engagement, 94% responded favorably, 76% responded favorably in connecting with the 

community, and 65% of educators stated that student writing skills had improved. 
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Student engagement was perceived positively by 94% of the teachers surveyed in 

the study (Carter-Guyette, 2019). Sobel (2006) states that engagement relies on students 

being able to connect with the material, and the teachers interviewed in this study stated 

that their students were highly engaged, continued to work beyond the time limit, and 

were less distracted in the outdoor setting compared to in the classroom (Carter-Guyette, 

2019).  

Engagement within a place-based learning experience encourages students to take 

leadership roles within the group (Carter-Guyette, 2019). One teacher participant 

involved in both maple sugaring and marsh and estuary studies expressed how these 

projects gave students the opportunity to become leaders.  This was thanks to the 

inclusion of strong modeling components within place-based learning experiences, in 

which students are able to teach peers specific tasks (Carter-Guyette, 2019).  Through 

this modeling, students discover they have different strengths and weaknesses and take 

on leadership roles within the group (Carter-Guyette, 2019).  

The Carter-Guyette (2019) study relates to this researcher’s study as the focus 

examines how place-based learning affects the self-efficacy skills of students [with 

learning disabilities]. As the Carter-Guyette study focused on New England students in 

elementary and middle school grades 3-8, it is limited in applicability.  In addition, 

participation in interviews and surveys was voluntary, which limited the size of the 

Carter-Guyette (2019) study. The greatest limitation was the lack of primary source 

documents representing the practice of place-based methodology in relation to students 

with disabilities (Carter-Guyette, 2019).  
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While exploring the effect of place-based learning experiences on student 

achievement, it is important to also reference studies on place-based writing. Place-based 

writing is a more specific aspect of place-based education, with the goal of engaging 

students in writing in the natural world (Gruenewald, 2003; Rausch, 2020). Deringer 

(2017) stated that students are able to connect personally to places and solve problems in 

their communities. When students are engaged in solving authentic problems, their 

writing skills improve over those learning through traditional writing methods (Donovan, 

2016; Jacobs, 2011; Rausch, 2020). Students are able to develop a global perspective of 

place as well as build their personal connection to the local community (Bass et al., 2020; 

Rausch, 2020). Place-based writing challenges students to ask questions, engage in 

problem solving, and engage with their community (Deringer, 2017; Rausch, 2020). 

Although the work is local, place-based learning allows students to think like global 

citizens and build a sense of identity, explore personal connections, and develop skills in 

advocacy, inquiry and writing (Manookin, 2018; Rausch, 2020). 

  A study by Kinberg (2020) suggests that using a writing workshop process 

approach to teaching writing in a natural setting is an effective context for increasing 

student engagement, teaching content, and developing writing skills.  Participants in the 

study ranged between the ages of 10 and 12. The study took place at the Outdoor 

Discovery Center in California, where students had access to plants, small animals, and 

birds. The most important factor observed was engaged time; the engagement time was 

74% of the workshop time (Kinberg, 2020).  In addition, participants’ writing became 

more precise as the students revised their writing. Also, students’ self-reflection increased 

during the writing workshop (Kinberg, 2020). Based on participant engagement time, 
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Kinberg concluded that providing students with a real-life context for their writing 

supported their engagement.   

A limitation to the Kinberg (2020) study was the small sample size. The 

workshop was conducted with a small, self-selected group, which prompted Kinberg to 

recommend further study with a larger sample size. A larger study, therefore, is needed to 

determine whether using a natural setting can be an effective context for a writing 

workshop. Further, as it relates to this researcher’s study, Kinberg’s study took place in 

California, whereas this study will take place in New England. Nonetheless, the study 

involves elementary aged students in a nature-based program and therefore is useful to 

this researcher’s work.  

Increase in Student Writing Achievement 

  Particularly relevant to this researcher’s study, Nuriyanti et al. (2019) conducted a 

study using a quasi-experimental research design with a nonequivalent control group 

design to determine the significance of experiential learning on the narrative writing 

skills of 47 fourth grade students in Indonesia. This study specifically applied the 

constructivist theory by studying narrative writing using experiential learning models.  

Experiential learning models are not only concerned with learning outcomes, but with the 

process of writing that contributes to writing achievement (Nuriyanti et al., 2019).  

 Nuriyanti et al. (2019) administered statistical tests to support the research 

hypothesis that experiential learning models have an influence on students' narrative 

writing skills. These included a data normality test between the experimental class and 

the control class, homogeneity test between the experimental class and the control class, 

and hypothesis testing (Nuriyanti et al., 2019). In addition, researchers administered a 
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writing rubric that measured five aspects of writing, including content organization, 

contents, information, grammar, and mechanical. These five aspects were assessed on a 

scale of 1-5 (Nuriyanti et al., 2019). 

 Based on the statistical test results and writing assessment rubric, Nuriyanti et al. 

(2019) found the treatment given by applying experiential learning models positively 

affected students' narrative writing skills, especially in the areas of organizing content, 

producing diverse words, and expressing student experience into writing. The results 

obtained from this study are also in line with the results of research by Sobel (2006) that 

showed a significant effect of experiential learning models on students' writing abilities. 

 The Nuriyanti et al. (2019) study showed experiential learning models help 

students acquire meaningful learning and provide teachers alternative strategies for 

writing instruction. Nuriyanti et al. (2019) examined the effect of experiential learning 

models on the narrative writing skills of elementary school students. A quasi-

experimental study was utilized to determine differences in the ability of classes that 

were treated and classes that were not (Nuriyanti et al., 2019). The results showed 

significant differences between the experimental class post-test and the control class. The 

experimental post-test was 71.16 whereas the results from the control class post-test was 

50.26. This indicates that the experiential learning model significantly influences the 

narrative writing skills of elementary school students.  

The validity and reliability of the Nurvanti et al. (2019) study is supported by the 

incorporation of widely accepted survey instruments appropriate to the research 

hypothesis. The research instruments used in the study included pre- and post-tests in 

writing and a writing rubric assessment.   
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Another research study by Carter-Guyette (2019) sought to answer whether 

students’ participation in place-based projects improved their writing skills.  Carter-

Guyette found that 65% of educators participating in the survey perceived student 

participation in place-based projects demonstrated improved writing skills. Areas of 

improvement included content-specific vocabulary, sequencing of ideas, giving support 

for claims, and use of graphic organizers. According to Carter-Guyette (2019), students 

had a personal connection to what they were writing about and showed purpose in their 

writing. Based on findings by several researchers, place-based experiences improve 

writing skills for students (Carter-Guyette, 2019; Nuriyanti et al., 2019; Sobel, 2006). 

However, researchers have conflicting views on place-based learning (Carter-

Guyette, 2019; Power & Green, 2014). Some teachers have concerns about the time 

needed to execute a place-based project, which they believe time could be better spent on 

learning basics such as math, reading, and writing (Power & Green, 2014; Sobel 2016).  

Power and Green (2014) suggested a project-based curriculum also lacks the rigor to 

meet Common Core State Standards.  

 According to Nuriyanti et al. (2019), mechanical indicators of writing skills were 

the areas that did not experience a significant increase for fourth grade students. 

Nuriyanti et al. (2019) stated that students lacked mastery of grammar and needed special 

assistance with the rules of writing correctly. Therefore, the experiential learning model 

significantly influences narrative writing skills but lacks in increasing students' abilities 

on mechanical indicators (Nuriyanti et al., 2019).  

The Nuriyanti et al. (2019) and Carter-Guyette (2019) studies both relate to this 

researcher’s study, as this research will study the impact of a place-based learning 
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experience on students’ writing achievement at the elementary level in a rural setting in 

New Hampshire. 

Impact on Community  

According to Ark et al. (2020), place is defined as an instructional context where 

students benefit from community-connected learning and community partnerships.  

Carter-Guyette (2019) surveyed teachers about their community connections. According 

to 76% of survey participants, perceptions of community connections were positive 

(Carter-Guyette, 2019).  Observations of strong bonds within the maple-sugaring project 

were noted by the participants in the Carter-Guyette study.  Teacher participants stated 

that students reached out to community partners and referred to the partners as family.  

Place-based projects included maple sugaring, marsh and estuary study, and farming and 

forestry. Community partners included local community members in the towns where 

students resided, conservation commission members, and university partners. The 

community members involved with these projects looked forward to working with 

students year after year. This is particularly important as it connects with this researcher’s 

study and shows the positive impact place-based learning has on the local community.  

 A recent study conducted by Cincera et al. (2021) found benefits as well as 

challenges emerging from students’ interactions with community, teachers, and other 

students in the place-based education program, Roots and Shoots in the Slovak Republic. 

The students in this program engaged in community activities such as helping to clean up 

a local park, fixing a roof, and helping at the local library. Based on the Cincera et al. 

(2021) findings, the Roots and Shoots program promoted students’ empowerment and a 
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sense of community. The students were engaged in their community’s problems, which 

helped develop their sense of belonging and purpose. 

However, Cincera et al. (2021) found challenges with the place-based program as 

well. The teacher participants mentioned the difficulty of keeping students’ engaged 

during the program as well as the complex nature of finding local sustainability issues. 

Tensions also existed between the students that were involved in the program and the 

students that were not asked to participate in the program.  

The Cincera et al. study was based on qualitative analyses of data obtained from 

eight teachers and 56 students interviewed in eight focus groups, and on quantitative data 

obtained from 53 students. The validity and reliability of the Cincera et al. (2021) study 

was supported by the incorporation of widely accepted survey instruments appropriate to 

the research questions. To analyze the students’ perceived participation, Cincera et al. 

used a perceived participation instrument, which consisted of seven items scored with a 

Likert scale of 1 to 5. The reliability of this scale was Cronbach alpha=0.86. 

A final empirical study by Johnson et al. (2020) that supports the research design 

of this study examined place-based learning with first year science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) students at a residential campus in Northern 

California. This quasi-experimental design focused on the impact of place-based learning 

on higher education student outcomes. The place-based curriculum explored the major 

features of the Klamath River. Multiple environmental and social justice issues are 

associated with the region, such as conflicts over water rights and natural resource 

conservation. In addition, issues affecting a diverse group of communities that include 

Native American tribal nations were discussed during the class meetings.  
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The Johnson et al. (2020) study tested the hypothesis that participation in a place-

based learning community elevated students’ sense of social belonging, academic skills 

and attitudes, and academic performance in gateway courses, leading to improved student 

persistence and narrowed equity gaps. Johnson et al. (2020) used a quasi-experimental 

design to compare the first-year outcomes of three cohorts of learning community 

students relative to a reference group of students.  

The validity and reliability of the Johnson et al. (2020) study was supported by 

the incorporation of widely accepted survey instruments appropriate to the research 

questions, including the Skyfactor Mapworks survey instrument, to assess the impact of 

the program on the sense of belonging and academic skills and behaviors of students. To 

assess the program’s effect on academic achievement, researchers utilized an Analysis of 

Variance (ANOVA) on first-year grade-point-average (GPA) and units completed at the 

institution in the first year.  In addition, the researchers analyzed final grades earned in 

five key foundation science courses known to have comparatively low success rates, 

large equity gaps, and large sample sizes. 

Surveys from the Johnson et al. (2020) study indicated that participating in the 

learning community prompted small increases in six of the ten factors of belonging and 

community. Stronger peer connections were self-reported by students in the learning 

community, as well as supportive evidence that linking the tenets of cohort-based 

learning communities and place-based education can raise student outcomes and narrow 

equity gaps between underrepresented and non-underrepresented students in STEM 

(Johnson et al., 2020).  
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Overall, participants in the Johnson et al. (2020) study had a stronger sense of 

belonging, improved academic performance, and increased first-year persistence relative 

to a matched reference group. Equity gaps narrowed in first year grade point average, 

pass rates in several gateway STEM courses, and in first year persistence at the 

institution. 

Results of the Johnson et al. (2020) study suggest a place-based approach could 

be valuable for other institutions that attract large numbers of students of color to 

locations unlike that of their familial homes. By highlighting the contributions of the 

Indigenous community and emphasizing that a broad range of voices is needed to help 

solve complex social and environmental challenges, a place-based learning community 

can reinforce the well-documented social benefits of peer groups.  

 Johnson et al. (2020) found it was important to recognize that a sense of place 

arises not just from a location, but also from interrelationships between people and place 

(Kerby, 2015; Kimmerer, 2013; Pretty et al., 2003). Moreover, a socially just placed-

based education must respect the traditions of a place and its Indigenous community 

(Seawright, 2014). In summary, research from Johnson et al. (2020) showed that place-

based learning improved students’ sense of belonging, academic performance, and first-

year persistence, and it narrowed equity gaps in multiple measures. A limitation of the 

Johnson et al. (2020) study was the scalability in the curriculum design, as the Klamath 

River unit was tailored to just one institution. However, linking a sense of place to an 

interdisciplinary curriculum may have general application to this researcher’s study.   

 Several studies have examined the impacts of place-based writing instruction on 

students from a variety of backgrounds, ages, and ability levels (Ark et al., 2020; Jacobs, 
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2011; Lloyd, 2018; Rausch, 2020). The studies show that place-based writing impacts not 

only writing skills, but also a student’s community involvement as well as a sense of self 

(Jacobs, 2011).  Most of the studies involve rural settings, which could be a limitation. 

However, their findings can apply to a wide range of learning environments (Rausch, 

2020).   

Barriers to Place-Based Learning 

According to Power and Green (2014), there can be challenges to educators 

conducting community outreach. For example, teachers do not feel comfortable with the 

time it takes to build a community partnership (Carter-Guyette, 2019; Power & Green, 

2014). It takes significant amounts of time to develop a productive working relationship 

with a community partner, to design projects that meet both learning and community 

goals, to manage the logistics of the projects, and to engage students in special skills and 

knowledge (Brandy, 2011). School funding is also an issue as budgets fluctuate from year 

to year and schools do not necessarily put an emphasis on outdoor education funding 

(Carter-Guyette, 2019; Smith & Sobel, 2010). 

Gruenewald and Smith (2008) stated that the greatest concern with place-based 

education is the limited research in documenting the effectiveness in increasing student 

outcomes based on valid, reliable, and readily available data that measures deeper 

learning and interpersonal and intrapersonal skills. Limitations of the Cincera et al. 

(2019) study included the small sample size of students compared to the total number of 

students that were involved in the Roots and Shoots project. Cincera et al. stated that with 

a larger sample size, a richer and more complex picture of the program could have 

emerged. More rigorous evidence is needed to confirm that place-based practices are a 
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better approach to preparing students for student success than traditional methods of 

teaching and learning (Gruenewald & Smith, 2008). 

 In a two-year collaborative action research study conducted by van Dijk-

Wesselius et al. (2020), teachers of five primary schools in the Netherlands identified 

barriers when integrating green schoolyards as outdoor learning environments and found 

solutions to overcome these barriers.  Results showed four themes emerged, including 

teachers feeling inadequate about the knowledge of outdoor learning, a lack of 

confidence in their outdoor teaching expertise, difficulty getting started, and barriers 

related to physical constraints. The 75 teachers participating in the study found solutions 

to overcome each specific barrier. These solutions included increased professional 

development, engaging in real-life experiences, developing an outdoor pedagogical 

mindset, and following a process (van Dijk-Wesselius et al., 2020). 

 The study by van Dijk-Wesselius et al. (2020) relates to this researcher’s study in 

that it is important to understand the barriers and solutions to place-based learning and 

the impact place-based learning has on teachers as well as students. However, the greatest 

concern is the limited research in documenting the effectiveness in increasing student 

outcomes based on valid, reliable, and readily available data that measures deeper 

learning and interpersonal and intrapersonal skills (Gruenewald & Smith, 2008). 

 Stakeholder and Organizational Data 

 There are two organizations in New England that focus on implementation and 

evaluation of place-based initiatives. The Place-based Education Evaluation 

Collaborative (2012) is an organization whose mission is to deepen the practice and 

evaluation of place-based education initiatives through partnerships with the community. 
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The other organization is the CO-SEED Project out of Antioch New England Institute 

whose partners include non-profit organizations in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and 

Vermont.  

Although students are the primary stakeholders in place-based learning, our 

students’ experiences with the local community and their teachers are vital (Ark et al., 

2020). Therefore, the other stakeholders are families, teachers, and other adults in the 

educational setting and greater community.  

The global pandemic has presented challenges for our education system. 

However, place-based education has perhaps never been a stronger option (Getting 

Smart, 2017).  A fundamental practice of place-based learning is to take education 

outdoors and into our local communities (Ark et. al, 2020).  Documented outcomes of 

place-based learning include academic, socioemotional, and increased engagement for 

students; teacher engagement and satisfaction; and strengthened community partnerships 

for schools (Getting Smart, 2017).  While students may still have limited access to indoor 

classrooms, teachers are quite able to access natural and community resources. This 

makes a local, personalized, place-based approach even more relevant today (Ark et. al, 

2020). 

Conclusion 

Several studies have examined the impacts of place-based writing instruction on 

students from a variety of backgrounds, ages, and ability levels (Ark et al., 2020; Jacobs, 

2011; Lloyd, 2018; Rausch, 2020). Place-based experiences affect not only writing skills, 

but also students’ community involvement and sense of self (Jacobs, 2011). Although 

most studies are limited in their rural setting (Jacobs 2011; Johnson et al., 2020; Lloyd, 
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2018; Rausch, 2020), their findings apply to a wide range of learning environments 

(Rausch, 2020).  

Place-based learning is a successful methodology in regular education settings 

(Carter-Guyette, 2019; Cincera et al., 2021; Deringer, 2017; Donovan, 2016; 

Gruenewald, 2003). However, there is limited research documenting the success of place-

based learning for students within a writing workshop. Research has shown that in terms 

of achievement, students who participate in place-based learning often demonstrate 

increased writing scores (Ark et al., 2020). However, Gruenewald and Smith (2008) 

identified concerns in documenting the effectiveness in increasing student outcomes. The 

findings also emphasize the gap, and need, for a similar study conducted in additional 

academic settings, that focuses on using a writing workshop model that could benefit 

from further strategies for student engagement and writing achievement. 
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Chapter Three: Methods and Design for Action 

  This section details a rationale for this action research, the mixed methodology 

employed, and a description of study participants. The process and rationale for each 

source of data collected is explained and potential study limitations are identified. 

 Study, Purpose, and Design 

 The purpose of this action research study is to investigate how the implementation 

of a place-based learning experience impacts student writing achievement, student 

engagement, and the local community. A thorough reading of place-based education 

literature led to the recognition that the use of place-based, outdoor, experiential 

instruction can be an effective setting for meaningful writing experiences. The work of 

Gruenewald (2003), Sobel (2013), Smith (2002), and Theobald (1997) provided the 

initial framework of place-based education. The emphasis on a scripted writing program 

has reduced students’ opportunity for authentic, inquiry-based writing instruction and 

limited place-based learning opportunities in Granite Elementary School. By 

incorporating place-based experiences into the writing curriculum, students are given 

opportunities to develop writing skills through topics to which they are deeply connected, 

possibly increasing student engagement (Ark et al., 2020).  

Specifically, this study sought to answer the following research questions: 

1. What impact does a place-based learning experience have on student engagement 

within a writing workshop? 

2. What impact does a place-based learning experience have on student writing 

achievement within a writing workshop? 
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3. What influence does a place-based learning experience have on community 

perception of the school?  

Design 

The problem in Granite Elementary School called for an action research 

approach, a reflective process of problem solving used by individuals collaborating to 

improve the way they address issues and/or solve problems (Creswell, 2014). Action 

research assumes that practitioners work best on problems they have identified for 

themselves. It consists of recurring cycles of planning, acting, observing, refining, and 

reflecting (Creswell, 2014). In the context of elementary writing instruction, action 

research is utilized to develop and implement a research plan, analyze student data, 

observe student engagement, reflect, and refine instruction. Additionally, the process of 

reflection encourages innovation and deeper exploration regarding the implementation of 

a place-based learning experience for students (Mertler, 2014). 

After review of the literature and methods to collect data in an action research 

project, this researcher determined that a mixed-method design, which included both 

qualitative and quantitative data, was appropriate. A triangulation method was used to 

ensure cross-validation of the data used in this study (Creswell, 2014). 

 Participants and Data Sources 

Demographics of the community 

 Granite Elementary School is a rural school with a population of 310 students in 

kindergarten through fourth grade. The student body is made up of 48% boys and 52% 

girls. The racial makeup of the school is over 90% white and fewer than 10% multiple 
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races. The student population has over 13% of the students identified with disabilities that 

impede their learning (NHDOE, 2021).  

 Teacher Participants 

The fourth grade teaching staff at Granite Elementary School consists of four 

teachers. Three of the four teachers are responsible for teaching writing. These three 

teachers have at least three years’ experience teaching fourth grade. All three use a 

writer’s workshop model. The researcher was the sole educational leader of Granite 

Elementary School at the time of the study. 

 Student Participants 

The target group for the action research study were fourth-grade student 

participants. Of the 61 fourth-grade students, 63% are female and 37% are male. The 

racial demographics of the grade level are white (88%), Asian (11%) and Black (1%) 

(NHDOE, 2021).  

Community Participants 

 The community participants consisted of former students, parents, community 

members, school board members, and Rotarians. The community participants live in the 

rural New Hampshire town. 

Data Sources 

 Table 3.1 identifies the methods used to obtain the information needed to answer 

the researcher’s questions. The data was generated from four different sources (surveys, 

interviews, classroom engagement observations, and student sample writing rubric 

review) and was collected from three participant groups (students, teachers, and 

parent/guardians/community members). This study used a triangulation matrix to ensure 
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cross-validation of the data (Creswell, 2014). 

Table 3.1 

Overview of Information Needed 

Research Question Information Needed Method/Data Set 

1. What impact does 

a place-based 

learning experience 

have on student 

engagement within a 

writing workshop? 

-Student engagement towards writing, 

before and after the place-based learning 

experience. 

-Teachers’ perceptions of their learners’ 

attitude towards writing due to the 

implementation of a place-based learning 

experience. 

-Community’s perceptions of students’ 

attitude towards writing due to the 

implementation of a place-based learning 

experience. 

Data set 1: Student 

survey (pre-survey 

and post-survey)  

Data set 2: Classroom 

Engagement Data 

Tool 

Data set 3: Teacher 

Survey  

Data set 4: 

Community Survey 

2. What impact does 

a place-based 

learning experience 

have on student 

writing achievement 

within a writing 

workshop? 

-Students’ ability to write an 

informational piece before and after a 

place-based learning experience. 

-Teachers’ perceptions and beliefs about 

how their students’ writing abilities have 

changed, if at all, due to the 

implementation of a place-based learning 

experience. 

-Community’s perceptions and beliefs 

about students’ writing ability has 

changed, if at all, due to the 

implementation of a place-based learning 

experience. 

Data set 1: Student 

writing samples (pre- 

and post- writing 

rubric) 

Data set 2: Teacher 

Survey 

Data set 3: 

Community Survey 

3. What influence 

does a place-based 

learning experience 

have on the 

community’s 

perception of the 

school? 

Perceptions of the community about the 

school due to a place-based learning 

experience. 

Data set 1:Teacher 

Interview 

Data set 2: 

Community Survey  

Data set 3: Teacher 

Survey 
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Data Collection Tools and Specific Practices 

This research utilized a mixed method approach, using both qualitative and 

quantitative data. In order to enhance the validity of the data and limit the researcher’s 

possible biases, more than one data collection approach was used (Patton, 2002). 

Qualitative data was gathered through open-ended questions from interviews and 

surveys, allowing participants to respond in their own words and provide unexpected 

information. This also provided the researcher with the opportunity to ask for further 

clarification of participants’ answers. 

 In addition, this research study used quantitative data. The data from student 

surveys, teacher surveys, and classroom engagement data collections were all considered 

quantitative because they are expressed numerically (Patton, 2002). The pre- and post- 

informational writing assessments also qualified as quantitative information.   

Table 3.2 includes questions that were on both the pre- and post-unit student 

surveys (Appendix B) to measure students’ engagement within the writer’s workshop. 

Table 3.2 demonstrates how the student survey questions provided information for the 

first research question. 
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Table 3.2 

Student Pre- and Post-Survey Matrix  

Student Survey Questions RQ1 RQ2 RQ3 

1. I like to choose writing topics that are of interest to me. X   

2. I enjoy writing about facts and details. X   

3. I enjoy sharing my writing in class.  X   

4. Knowing how to write well is important to me.  X   

5. I share what I write with others. X   

6. In my free time, I like to write. X   

7. I enjoy editing my writing.  X   

8.  When I do not know what to write about, I always get an 

idea on my own.   

X   

9. I use the most of my time during writing class. (editing my 

writing, working with a peer, or independently writing) 

X   

 

Classroom Engagement Data Tool. The classroom engagement data tool 

(Appendix C) is designed to capture classroom engagement as defined “as appropriately 

attending to the instruction and to monitor student on and off task behaviors” (Grand 

Valley State University START Project, 2021).  

Teacher Survey. To address the study’s research questions, a teacher survey 

(Appendix D) containing only closed questions was distributed to the teachers after the 

informational writing unit was completed. The teacher survey required participants to rate 

the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with a statement, using a Likert Scale 

(Appendix D). Table 3.3 demonstrates how the teacher survey questions provided 
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information for the three research questions. A five-point Likert Scale was utilized with 

parameters: 1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither agree or disagree, 4=agree, 

5=strongly agree. Survey responses were collected and stored within Qualtrics. To 

provide redundancy, responses were also exported and stored on the researcher’s secure 

computer.  

Table 3.3 

Teacher Survey 

Teacher Survey Questions RQ1 RQ2 RQ3 

1. I have noticed an improvement in student writing 

achievement since the implementation of place-based 

learning. 

 X  

2. When students finish their work early, they never choose to 

write. 

X   

3. My students were more engaged in writing during the place-

based learning experience. 

X   

4. My students can develop a topic with facts, definitions and 

concrete details after the place-based learning experience. 

 X  

5. The place-based learning experience has improved my 

student’s ability to organize and structure their writing. 

 X  

6. Due to the implementation of a place-based learning 

experience, students’ enthusiasm towards writing has 

increased.  

X   

7. My students use a variety of descriptive words in their 

writing during the place-based learning experience. 

 X  

8. My students enjoy writing. X   

9. My students connected with community partners during the 

place-based experience.  

  X 
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10. After participation in this place-based learning project, my 

students appear more connected to the community by 

behaviors of engagement (greater communication with 

teacher/peers, taking on leadership roles, etc.)  

X   

11. My students are more engaged in the place-based learning 

project than other projects we do in class. 

  X 

Note. The questions were adapted from Singagliese, J. (2012). Writer’s workshop: Effects 

on achievement, attitude, and instructional practices. [Doctoral dissertation, College of 

Saint Elizabeth]. Proquest Dissertations Publishing. 

On Demand Writing Samples. A rubric score is the data collection tool for the 

pre- and post-writing samples. Writing samples were collected without names and using 

an identifiable code.  The rubric score for each student participant was calculated and 

given a percentage. 

Teacher Interviews. Semi-structured interview protocols were used to identify 

themes that helped explain the quantitative results. Participants were asked open-ended 

questions to share their thoughts on student engagement and the impact place-based 

learning has on the local community. Appendix E includes a list of questions. All 

participants were assured that no judgment exists regarding their responses and that their 

participation was voluntary. Interviews lasted 45 to 60 minutes and were audio recorded 

and transcribed.  

Table 3.4 shows the relationship between the teacher interview questions and each 

of the three research questions.  
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Table 3.4 

Teacher Interview Question Matrix 

Teacher Interview Questions RQ1 RQ2 RQ3 

1. What is your experience in teaching in a writer’s workshop 

model?  

  X 

2. Can you talk about student engagement in your writing 

classroom?  

X   

3. Did you notice a difference in student engagement during 

the place-based learning experience? 

X   

4. What obstacles get in the way of making writing instruction 

more engaging in your school? 

X   

5. What instructional practices have you used that improves 

student engagement in writing?  

X   

6. What instructional practices do you use to improve student 

writing achievement? 

 X  

7. A goal of place-based education is that students develop a 

“love for one’s place” or a “sense of place”.  Do you believe 

that students who participated in the maple sugaring project 

develop a sense of place through this work? 

  X 

8. Is it important to you to incorporate place-based learning 

experiences into writing instruction?  Can you give me 

reasons to support your answer? 

  X 

9. Do you believe that place-based learning activities have 

value in serving students? Our community? 

  X 

10. What impact does this place-based learning experience have 

on our community, if any? 

  X 

  

Table 3.5 demonstrates how the community survey questions provided 

information for the three research questions. A five-point Likert Scale was utilized with 
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parameters: 1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither agree or disagree, 4=agree, 

5=strongly agree. Survey responses were collected and stored within Qualtrics. To 

provide redundancy, responses were also exported and stored on the researcher’s secure 

computer. Appendix F includes a list of community survey questions. 

Table 3.5 

Community Survey Matrix 

After attending the community showcase, please rate these 

statements: (1-5) 

RQ1 RQ2 RQ3 

Learners were knowledgeable in the subject-matter. 
 X  

Learners were engaged in the project. X   

Learners communicated about their topic.  X  

Overall, the learner's writing was: 

 Informative and communicated a strong message. 

 X  

 Original and inventive.  X  

 Follows a clear beginning, middle, and end.  X  

 Accurate, factual, carefully considered dialogue and narration  X  

Do you think over time this event will have an impact on this 

community? If so, how? 

  X 

How did attending this event affect or change your 

feelings/perceptions about the school's academic program? 

  X 

 

Data Analysis and Evaluation 

 This study utilized both a descriptive and inferential design, where information 

was gathered from four measures, including a writing rubric, an observational 

engagement tool, interviews, and surveys. First, the quantitative data, included: teacher 
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and student surveys, student writing rubrics, and the classroom engagement data tool. 

The data was analyzed using descriptive statistics. The sample datasets include student 

writing assessments and classroom engagement. The datasets were explored using 

distributions; central tendencies such as mean, median, and the mode; and measures of 

dispersion by computing the range, variance, and standard deviation. The responses to 

teacher and student surveys were expressed as percentages.  

Next, the qualitative data including teacher interviews, and open-response 

questions on the community survey and teacher survey were cross-referenced for 

thematic analysis. Then, the data was synthesized with data from the surveys for 

emerging themes. A relationship between themes may indicate trends or patterns found 

across instruments (Patton, 2002). 

There are a variety of methods that can be utilized to enhance validity in 

qualitative research (Creswell, 2014). First, triangulation involves the use of multiple data 

sources, interviewees, or researchers (Creswell, 2014). By using both online surveys and 

in-person interviews, the researcher extracted data from the participants using two 

different methods. Additionally, an outside expert was involved in the analysis process, 

allowing for a discussion of ideas, codes, and themes. This manner of open 

communication and transparency between researcher and outside expert helped maintain 

validity in the data analysis. Through content and thematic analysis, the data was coded 

to explain changes that became apparent in the writing. The codes are based on concepts 

found in existing research, commonalities in teacher interviews, and patterns found in 

student writing. When assessing overall changes in the writing, the samples were scored 

based on the school wide rubric for writing. 
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Table 3.6 explains the data sources and the different ways the researcher will 

analyze the data collected. 

Table 3.6 

Analysis of Data Sources 

Data Source Data Analysis Method 

Student Surveys 

Teacher Surveys 

Descriptive statistics were used to examine the datasets. The 

responses were represented as percentages and reviewed for 

common themes across the two surveys. 

Student Writing 

Sample Rubrics 

Descriptive statistics were used to examine the datasets. A change in 

the percentage, the raw score from the total possible score, was 

compared between the pre- and post-writing assessment for 

informational writing. 

Classroom 

Engagement Data 

Tool 

Descriptive statistics were used to examine the datasets. Calculated 

the percentage of individual student engagement as well as the 

percentage of classroom engagement. 

Community 

Survey 

The open ended questions were reviewed for coded themes and 

trends. 

Teacher 

Interviews 

The transcripts were reviewed for coded themes and trends. 

 

Targets and Timeline  

 A quantitative pre-unit student survey was distributed to all fourth grade students. 

All parents/guardians were contacted by email with a description of the study and the 

student survey questions along with a student consent form and a parent permission form. 

Parents/guardians had ten days to hand in their permission form to the researcher.  

 Prior to teaching the informational writing unit, the teacher administered an on-

demand informational writing assessment. In addition, a classroom observation by an 

outside observer was used to develop a baseline of engagement in the classroom; a 
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subsequent observation was conducted on week one before the place-based learning 

experience, and then two additional observations took place during and after the 

experience on week five and week six. 

 After the completion of the informational writing unit, the teachers completed the 

post-study teacher survey. In addition, all fourth-grade students completed the post-study 

student survey online. The fourth-grade students also completed the post-study on-

demand writing assessment. 

 Finally, an email invitation was sent to teachers requesting an interview. 

Information regarding the study was given along with consent forms. An informational 

email (Appendix G) was also sent to community members describing the maple sugaring 

community event and the survey to be completed after attending the event.  

 Table 3.7 lists the timeline for the research study and when data was collected 

throughout the study. 
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Table 3.7 

Targets and Timeline 

Week  Data Collection Tasks 

February 24, 2022 IRB application approved 

February 28-March 4 Email consent forms sent to all fourth-grade students’ parents. 

Ten days given to sign the permission form. 

March 7- March 11 Collect consent forms 

March 14 - March 18 Pre-unit survey distributed to fourth-grade students 

On demand writing assessment (pre-assessment) 

Baseline classroom engagement tool  

Informational Writing Unit Begins 

March 21- March 25 Classroom engagement tool second collection 

March 28- April 1 Place-based learning experience begins - Maple Sugaring Unit 

Classroom engagement tool third collection 

April 4 - April 8 Classroom engagement tool fourth data collection 

April 11 - April 15 Post Survey distributed to Teachers and Students 

On demand writing assessment (post assessment) 

April 18 - April 22 Teacher interviews scheduled and conducted 

Community Survey distributed 

 

Limitations 

 This action research study includes the following limitations: the sample size of 

Granite Elementary School, limited transferability, and the researcher’s own biases given 

the researcher’s position in Granite Elementary School. 

 First, this study consisted of fourth-grade writing teachers, fourth-grade students, 

parents/guardians, and community members in a rural New Hampshire elementary 

school.  As a result, they do not provide an accurate representation of all public-school 
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teachers or students in New Hampshire, but rather those that were involved in a place-

based learning experience in the area of writing.   

Limited transferability is inherent in all action research. Transferability relates to 

the degree to which the results can be duplicated in another location (Mertler, 2014). The 

results in this study might not be useful in another location. These results could be useful 

in schools that are similar in size, demographics, and location to that of Granite 

Elementary School. However, there is no guarantee that these results will be like other 

educational institutions that implement a place-based learning experience.  

 Finally, as the building principal at Granite Elementary School it is important to 

note that this researcher's own biased opinions of place-based learning are a limitation. 

One of the committee members behind the implementation of the place-based learning 

program, this researcher also attended the Leadership Institute for Writing by the 

Teachers College Reading and Writing Program. There is a possibility that due to the 

position of the researcher, teachers might not be truthful in answering the survey or 

interview questions. The researcher as principal could affect the responses and results of 

the study from the parent/guardian and community participants. To limit or mitigate this 

potential limitation, this researcher worked to make sure participation in this study was 

voluntary. Any information obtained throughout the study was not used in job evaluation 

procedures. Whenever possible, the researcher used an outside expert for classroom 

observations and collection of data.  

Summary 

 The purpose of this action research study was to investigate the impact of a place-

based learning experience on student writing achievement, student engagement and the 
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local community. Built upon theoretical and empirical research, this mixed method, 

action research study explored whether a place-based learning experience impacts student 

engagement, writing achievement and the local community. This chapter reviewed the 

methodology used to investigate the impact of place-based learning in Granite 

Elementary School. The process of collecting, coding, and analyzing data was explained. 

A rationale for action research and a mixed methods approach was identified. The study 

included student and teacher surveys, classroom engagement observations, teacher 

interviews, community survey, and student writing sample rubrics. Finally, targets and 

timelines, as well as limitations of the study were discussed.   
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Chapter 4: Discussion of Findings 

Discussion 

The purpose of this mixed methodology action research was to determine if a 

place-based learning experience would lead to changes in student engagement, writing 

achievement, and community perception. Prior to this study, Granite Elementary School 

had no objective measure to determine the effects of place-based learning on engagement 

and writing achievement. By understanding how place-based learning programs affect 

student writing and engagement, Granite Elementary School can plan for the future. 

Specifically, this study attempted to answer the following questions: What impact does a 

place-based learning experience have on student engagement within a writing workshop? 

What impact does a place-based learning experience have on student achievement within 

a writing workshop? What influence does a place-based learning experience have on the 

community's perception of the school? 

The intent of this chapter is to present the summary of findings followed by the 

description and interpretation of each finding for the three research questions. 

Furthermore, the findings are correlated with previous research studies. To obtain 

trustworthiness, the researcher triangulated the data collected from the student surveys, 

teacher interviews, classroom observations, and a community survey to build thematic 

connections (Urban & Van Eeden-Moorefield, 2018). The final sections of the chapter 

include field impacts, recommendations for advocacy in the area of place-based learning, 

areas for further research, and a reflective summary.  



54 
 

Data was collected from multiple instruments including the student pre- and post- 

engagement survey, semi-structured interviews, open response questions, and pre- and 

post-assessments of writing. A community survey consisting of Likert Scale questions 

and open response questions was administered to staff, parents/guardians, and community 

members that attended the culminating community showcase.  

 Quantitative data was analyzed and presented based on the degree to which 

students were engaged and motivated to learn as well as changes in writing test scores. At 

the time of the study Granite Elementary School writing was evaluated using the fourth-

grade Unit of Study school wide assessment rubric. The rubric was used before and after 

the informational writing unit, to measure three areas of writing: structure, development, 

and conventions. All assessments were coded by the researcher and an educator not 

employed by the Granite Elementary School for inter-rater reliability (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). In order to determine the score of each written piece, the raters’ scores 

were averaged to arrive at the final score for the sample. The results were analyzed to 

determine if student achievement was impacted by the place-based learning experience. 

Methods that were used in this study to establish validity included triangulation of 

sources and member checking of transcripts (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Triangulation 

of the different sources included student, teacher and community surveys, and teacher 

interviews.  This study has value because the researcher found thematic connections from 

triangulating data from four sources (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). All action steps were 

documented so that others can follow the steps the researcher took (Yin, 2017) to ensure 

trustworthiness. 
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Member checking strengthened the results data because the researcher and 

participants reviewed data from different perspectives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

After each interview was transcribed, the researcher emailed a copy of the transcript to 

the participant for review. Participants were asked whether or not the transcript reflected 

their views and feelings.  Ultimately, each participant agreed with the accuracy and 

completeness of the transcript. 

Qualitative research data (i.e., interview transcripts, classroom engagement 

observation notes, student writing samples, and open response questions) were coded and 

analyzed by this researcher and an independent coder.  An inductive coding system was 

utilized wherein all codes came from the survey and interview responses (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). All the data collected was cross-referenced for thematic and content 

analysis. The researcher looked for patterns or themes within the interviews and open 

response questions, then synthesized the data with the surveys for emerging themes 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). After closer examination of the data and initial coding 

categories, the researcher established the validity of a particular trend and discovered 

eight themes: creativity and innovation, inspires a new generation of learners, connection 

to community, encourages hands-on learning, and conjures pride in the community. A 

complete list of themes and in-vivo examples are included in Appendix H. 

Participant Demographics 

There were 61 fourth graders who participated in this study. The participants were 

made up of 63% females and 37% males. Thirteen participants have an Individualized 

Education Program (IEP) and three participants are on a 504 plan. An IEP is a 

personalized program for students that struggle academically in school. A 504 plan 
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provides accommodations for students to access the curriculum. Table 4.1 displays the 

student demographic data on race.  

Figure 4.1 

Percentage of Student Participants by Race 

  

Three teachers were interviewed during this study. All three participants were 

identified as White/Caucasian and female. Of the three teacher participants, Mrs. Smith 

has been teaching for 18 years, Mrs. Jones for six years, and Mrs. White for 11 years.  

Pseudonyms were used to protect their identity. 

There were 310 community members that attended the culminating pancake 

breakfast. Of the 310 attendees, 128 completed the survey yielding a 45% completion 

rate. The survey did not collect racial or gender demographics. Further analysis of the 

survey data was conducted to compare the participants in three categories: staff, 

community members, and parents.  There were 94 parents/guardians, 23 community 
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members, and 11 staff members.  Of the 128 respondents, 21 had never attended a school 

event and 47 had not attended a classroom demonstration prior to this culminating 

community showcase.   

Figure 4.2 

Participants Completing the Community Survey 

 

Research Question 1 

What impact does a place-based learning experience have on student engagement 

within a writing workshop? 

Student Engagement  

To determine the impact of the place-based learning experience on student 

engagement, fourth grade participants were surveyed before and after the maple sugaring 

unit to assess their engagement. The researcher examined the three types of engagement: 

behavioral, emotional, and cognitive, noted by Fredricks, et al. (2004).  Student 

engagement was measured with a nine-question student survey. that identified emotional, 

cognitive, and behavioral attributes towards learning (Skinner & Chi, 2012).  
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Figure 4.3 

Student Behavioral Engagement Pre- and Post-Survey Results
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Figure 4.3 represents the student survey data by question and by percent change in 

student responses from pre-survey to post-survey. Responses noted on Figure 4.3 show 

student participants across the three levels of engagement.  

Fletcher and Portalupi (2001) suggest a writing environment where students have 

choice is preferred. Figure 4.3 shows that students strongly agreed that choosing their 

own writing topics contributed to engagement far more than any other attribute with 89% 

of students that strongly agreed or somewhat agreed. These findings compare to other 

studies such as Manookin’s (2018) study on place-based writing with English Language 

Learners in Capitol Reef National Park in south-central Utah.  Manookin (2018) found 

that leveraging place and giving students choice led to greater engagement and an 

increased desire to write. Spinks (2012) study on student engagement within a writing 

workshop found factors that promoted engagement included the importance of choice and 

making connections.  

In a safe environment, students have the confidence to share pieces they have 

written (Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001). Student participants in this study indicated they 

enjoyed sharing their writing in class. In fact it was the largest increase from pre- to post-

survey results. On the pre-survey, 36% of students strongly agree or somewhat agree that 

they liked sharing their writing in class as compared to 57% of students strongly agree or 

somewhat agree on sharing their writing on the post-survey. Dolak (2006) found that 

fourth grade students preferred sharing their writing in small groups 50% of the time and 

only 7% of students enjoyed sharing their writing with the whole class. This data 

indicates students at Granite Elementary School preferred sharing their writing more than 

in Dolak’s study.  
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Behavioral Engagement. Behavioral engagement is defined by participation in 

on-task behaviors, conduct, attendance, and time spent on work (Fredricks et al., 2004).  

In this study, students were asked about their free time and how they spent their time 

during writing class to determine behavioral engagement.  

Figure 4.4 

Behavioral Engagement Comparisons for Pre- and Post-Student Survey 

 

Note. Survey questions relate to behavioral engagement and compare pre- and post-

surveys.  

Figure 4.4 revealed student feelings of behavioral engagement increased in 

interest to write in their free time from strongly agree (15%) in the pre-survey to strongly 

agree (19%) in the post-survey. This finding is similar to a study by Clark et al. (2021) 

that found children ages 8 to 18 enjoy writing in their spare time very much (10.6%) or 

quite a lot (23.9%). 
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 Cognitive Engagement. Cognitive engagement includes indicators such as 

personal goals, autonomy, value of learning, relevance, or personal connection (Appleton 

et al., 2006). Cognitive engagement is difficult to observe and therefore the student 

participants were asked on the surveys if they enjoyed informational writing and editing 

their writing.   

Figure 4.5 

Cognitive Engagement Comparisons for Pre- and Post-Student Survey 

 

 

Note. This figure shows the percentage of students reporting on cognitive engagement 

from pre- and post-surveys. 

Figure 4.5 revealed student responses to cognitive engagement had increased 

from 25% on the pre-survey to 40% on the post-survey when asked if they enjoyed 

informational writing. When asked if students enjoyed editing their work 28% of students 

responded affirmatively in the pre-survey and 32% responded that they enjoyed editing 

their writing in the post-survey.  Research by Saddler et al. (2014) showed using 
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authentic writing experiences encouraged students to consider the purpose and audience 

while they were writing. This proved to be a motivating factor in students making 

revisions that went beyond surface level revision (Saddler et al., 2014).  

Another data source used to determine cognitive engagement was the classroom 

engagement data tool (Appendix C). Observations were conducted before, during and 

after the place-based experience on four different dates (Grand Valley State University 

START Project, 2021). According to the outside observer, on-task behavior was defined 

as students talking with peers about the project, independently writing, and peer editing 

during the writing workshop. Off task behaviors included off topic conversations, leaving 

the room, distracting behavior. The classroom engagement data showed an increase in 

cognitive engagement.  

Table 4.1 

Percentage of Students on Task Before, During, and After a Place-Based Experience 

 

Observation  March 

15, 2022 

Observation 

March 21, 

2022 

Observation 

 March 29, 

2022 

Observation 

April 4, 

2022  

Classroom 1 80% 83% 88% 92% 

Classroom 2 84% 87% 95% 96% 

Classroom 3 81% 84% 96% 98% 

Classroom 4 91% 94% 97% 98% 

Average 84% 87% 94% 96% 
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 Table 4.1 shows the percentage of students’ on-task behavior during the 10-

minute observations. Through the classroom observation data students were noted as 

being engaged 96% of the time while working on the place-based learning experience as 

compared to 84% before the place-based learning experience. On March 15th during the 

10 minute direct instruction for writing that was observed, 13 students remained engaged 

and stayed in the classroom. Two students left the room for three minutes during the 

direct writing instruction time of ten minutes. The observer noted that during the baseline 

observation on March 15th, 13 students were actively participating in the whole group 

discussion for ten minutes. There were two learners that left the classroom for various 

reasons--bathroom, walk the hall, or go to the nurse. 

  However, during the March 29th observation, the observer noted students were 

collaborating about the project, collecting supplies, completely self-directed, refining 

their research, and making edits to their writing. They made a table of contents, added 

photographs, and worked with one another on their choice writing project for a total of 

ten minutes of class time. During the April 14th ten minute classroom observation, all 16 

students were engaged in the project; no students left the classroom. 

Relevant studies have examined important factors of student engagement, such as 

time-on-task similar to this study (Gettinger & Walter, 2012; Kinberg, 2020).  Gettinger 

and Walker (2012) found that typically 50% of class time is spent engaged on on-task 

behaviors. Research by Kinberg (2020) studied the impact of nature on learning. Kinberg 

(2020) found students were engaged in an outdoor writing camp session approximately 

74% of the workshop time. In this study, students were engaged on an average of 96% 

during the maple-sugaring unit as opposed to 84% prior to the unit.  
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One explanation for the 96% engagement in this study could be that students 

routinely went outdoors during this study, to collect sap and bring it to the sugarhouse 

before the classroom observation. Ming et al. (2018) study of an environmental magnet 

school in the Midwest examined the effects of nature on subsequent classroom 

engagement. Observations of the third grade classroom were similar to this researcher’s 

study whereas the observer witnessed an introductory five-minute presentation by the 

teacher followed by 15 minutes of assigned individual student work completed at their 

desks.  

Ming et al. (2018) was the first study to directly examine the effects of lessons in 

nature on subsequent classroom engagement, finding higher levels of classroom 

engagement after lessons in nature than their carefully matched classroom-based 

counterparts. This nature setting advantage persisted across 10 weeks. These findings 

suggest that lessons in nature allow students to simultaneously learn classroom 

curriculum while reenergizing their capacity for learning.  

In 48 out of 100 paired comparisons, the nature lesson was a full standard 

deviation better than its classroom counterpart; in 20 of the 48, the nature lesson was over 

two standard deviations better. The rate of “redirects” to address off-task student 

behaviors was cut almost in half after a lesson in nature, allowing teachers longer periods 

of uninterrupted instructional time (Ming et al., 2018). Therefore, the high levels of 

student engagement (96%) could have been influenced in this study because of the 

positive effects of going outside in nature before the writing lessons.  
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Figure 4.6 

Cognitive Engagement Teacher Survey Results

 

Figure 4.6 displays results for cognitive engagement from the teacher survey. All 

teachers strongly agreed that students were more engaged during the maple-sugaring unit 

than in other writing units. All teachers strongly agreed that due to the implementation of 

a place-based learning experience, students’ enthusiasm towards writing had increased as 

well.  

A study by Almulla (2020) investigated the effectiveness of project-based 

learning on student learning. The research surveyed 124 teachers and found 35% agreed 

and 27% strongly agreed that student engagement was enhanced by project-based 

learning. The study by Almulla (2020) did not meet the 100% agreement as in this study, 

but the Almulla study had more teacher participants. 
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 Emotional Engagement. Emotional engagement is defined as a positive emotion 

during the completion of an activity and is demonstrated by enthusiasm, curiosity, 

interest, optimism, and connections with teachers and peers (Appleton et al., 2006). 

Figure 4.7 

Emotional Engagement Comparisons for Pre and Post Student Survey 

 

 

Note. The figure displays the number of students reporting on emotional engagement 

from pre- and post-surveys. 

Figure 4.7 revealed student responses to emotional engagement. When students 

were asked if they enjoyed sharing their writing in class, 20% of students responded 

strongly agree compared to 34% on the post-survey. When asked if students shared what 

they write with others, 26% responded either strongly agree or somewhat agree on the 

pre-survey as compared to 37% in the post-survey. This is confirmed through teacher 

interviews. Mrs. Smith described her writing class during the maple-sugaring unit as 

follows: 
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I have seen a difference in the learners’ engagement when we incorporate a place-

based learning experience into their writing and the overall demeanor of the kids 

coming to the writer’s workshop. Kids are coming excited to write. They are 

feeling a sense of belonging to this community and they have a sense of 

enjoyment learning about their backyard, and then they are applying that to their 

writing. I think it would be awesome to look to other units and see where we can 

apply place-based learning to it.   

This further strengthens the point that emotional engagement amongst students 

was observed by teachers during the maple-sugaring unit as well as reported by students 

in the student engagement survey. Student emotional engagement could be high because 

there was a culminating event where students presented their maple sugaring research to 

their families, community members, and school staff. The students explained how excited 

they were to share their research at the pancake breakfast.  

As previously mentioned, in a safe environment, students feel confident about 

sharing pieces they have written (Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001). Student participants in this 

study enjoyed sharing their writing because they were excited about the project and felt 

they had a supportive environment in which to share their writing. This finding is key to 

understanding emotional engagement in a place-based learning experience.   
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Figure 4.8 

Community Survey Results for Engagement 

 

 The community survey showed similar results for perceived student engagement, 

indicating 97% of community survey participants strongly agree students were engaged 

in sharing their research projects during the culminating community event. Duffin et al. 

(2005) claimed that participation in Place-based Education Evaluation Collaborative 

(PEEC) programs makes significant and positive contributions to student engagement in 

learning, student civic engagement, student time spent outdoors, and student stewardship 

behavior. 

One parent participant commented, “They all did a great job and seemed to be 

having fun learning and sharing the information with us.” A staff member commented, 

“The entire season [the program is run] children are engaged in outdoor activity, have 

general interest in what they are doing, and can relate the knowledge to real life.” These 

statements further validated other data that indicated student engagement increased 

throughout the research project. 
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Student Choice Contributes to Student Engagement  

Both the quantitative and qualitative data in this study reveal a positive impact on 

student engagement when student choice is presented. 100% of the student participants 

strongly agreed that they liked choosing their own writing topics. Previous research has 

associated student choice with increased student engagement (Atwell, 1987; Casey, 2008; 

Singagliese, 2012).  Casey (2008) describes students motivated by choice are more 

engaged when their writing is connected to an interesting topic. This study shows that 

89% of students strongly or somewhat agreed that choosing their own writing topics 

contributed to engagement. One student commented, “I like it when we are able to pick 

our partners and choose our own topic.” Mrs. White stated, “They did like the choice of 

writing, either making a brochure or working with a group. I do think the level of 

engagement was higher and there were hardly any behavior problems.”  A finding in this 

study reveals a positive impact on student engagement when student choice is presented.  

Social Context Increases Student Engagement 

The second theme revealed by examining student open response questions, 

classroom observations, and teacher interviews was that writing set in a social context 

increases student engagement. When writers are paired together there is an increase in 

effective critiquing, revising, and decision making (Daly & Sharko, 2010). During the 

maple sugaring experience, students were encouraged to share writing ideas, peer edit, 

and collaborate on maple sugaring topics. In the open response student survey, student 

participants were asked what they needed in order to write well. 36% of students stated 

they preferred working with a peer while only 3% wanted to work alone.   
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In addition, students who are given opportunities to share their work with others 

have a sense of pride in their work (Atwell, 1998; Graves, 1983).  In this study, student 

participants presented their informational writing to an audience of staff, 

parents/guardians, and community members at the culminating pancake breakfast event 

for the maple-sugaring unit. Mrs. Smith shared, “During the maple sugaring project they 

were engaged and happy through the entire project because they knew they were going to 

be presenting to their families. Another teacher, Mrs. Jones explained,  

We always teach them in a writer's workshop to write with an audience in mind 

and have an awareness of their audience. You know, for realistic fiction, you 

think about who your audience is, but you aren’t getting that immediate feedback 

because you aren’t presenting your writing to anyone but the teacher. But with the 

maple sugaring project, there is an audience at the pancake breakfast and that 

makes a difference. 

 These comments from the teacher interviews strengthen the findings that students 

enjoy the social context of writing which in turn increases student engagement. In a 

comparable study, Lieberman et al. (2005) compared schools in California that had been 

matched using demographic, socioeconomic criteria, and information about their 

environmental programs. This study found that outdoor education students scored as well 

as or significantly higher than non-outdoor education students in language, spelling, and 

reading assessments; while 93% of educators reported an improved development of 

language arts skills. 
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Research Question 2 

What impact does a place-based learning experience have on student writing 

within a writing workshop? 

Student Writing Achievement  

 Quantitative data obtained using the writing rubric informed the researcher of the 

effectiveness of the implementation of a place-based learning experience with regards to 

student writing achievement. The average pre-unit writing piece was compared with the 

students’ post-unit writing piece. These results were then compared to the information 

gathered from the teacher and community surveys. This information provided insight into 

the actual writing abilities of students compared with the perceptions of teachers and 

community members. Student writing scores were collected before the place-based 

learning experience and after the unit. The raw test scores were paired for each student 

and the difference analyzed. Pre- and post-writing samples were collected on all student 

participants. 

Figure 4.9 

Student Pre- and Post-Writing Mean Scores 
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 Student scores on the writing assessments clearly demonstrated an increase in 

student writing achievement. The bar graph on Figure 4.9 revealed student mean  pre-

writing scores was 3.82. The mean post-writing score was 5.38. Overall student growth 

increased 1.56 points from 3.82 to 5.38. A matched pair t-test was used to determine if 

the difference between the average pre-writing score and post-writing score was 

significant.  The t-test is appropriate because it compares raw pre-writing scores and post-

writing scores paired from each student. The p value = .026, which is statistically 

significant.  

 A previous study by Nuriyanti et al. (2019) found fourth grade students showed 

significant differences in narrative writing skills between the experimental class post-test 

and the control class. The results obtained from this study are in line with the results of 

research from Nuriyanti et al. (2019), which concluded that there is a significant effect of 

experiential learning models on students' writing abilities. 
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Figure 4.10 

Percentages of Teacher Responses on Writing Achievement  

 

In addition, teacher survey questions asked teachers to rate student writing 

achievement after the students participated in the place-based learning experience. In that 

area, 100% of the teacher participants strongly agree or somewhat agree that they noticed 

an improvement in student writing achievement since the implementation of place-based 

learning.  The percentages of each Likert Scale category are shown in Figure 4.10. 

 All teachers participating in the survey perceived that student participation in 

place-based projects demonstrated improved writing achievement specifically in 

developing a topic with facts and details, as shown in Figure 4.10. Teachers 

scored students on developing a topic, structure, and use of language. All teachers agreed 
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that the place-based learning experience had a positive impact on student writing 

achievement. 

Figure 4.11 

Number of Participant Responses on Student Writing Achievement 

 

Of the 128 community participants surveyed, 111 participants strongly agreed that 

students’ writing is informative and communicates a strong message. Across all areas of 

student writing, participants strongly agreed that students’ writing skills were 

demonstrated during the culminating event as shown in Figure 4.11.  

The results from this study are comparable with the results from a five-year study 

of 12,750 students in eight California schools (SEER, 2005). Research found that 

students who had received environment-based education performed significantly better 

than their control student peers at different schools who received no environmental 
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education. Specifically, 95% of the treatment students scored as well as or significantly 

higher than the control students (SEER, 2005). 

Perceived Impact on Writing Achievement 

Constructivist and social cognitive theories formed the framework of this study. 

Research by Lloyd (2018) grounded in the constructivist theory examined the impact of 

implementing place-based learning programs in an elementary school on student 

academic achievement and found a significant increase in student’s writing achievement. 

Nuriyanti et al. (2019) examined the effect of experiential learning models on the 

narrative writing skills of elementary school students and found that applying experiential 

learning models positively affected students' narrative writing skills, especially in the 

areas of organizing content, producing diverse words, and expressing student experience 

into writing. Carter-Guyette (2019) found that 65% of participating educators perceived 

student participation in place-based projects resulted in improved writing skills. Areas of 

improvement included content-specific vocabulary, sequencing of ideas, giving support 

for claims, and use of graphic organizers. The results obtained from this study are also in 

line with the results of research by Sobel (2006) that showed a significant effect of 

experiential learning models on students' writing abilities. 

Research Question 3 

What influence does a place-based learning experience have on the community's 

perception of the school? 

Community Perception 

 The researcher distributed a community survey at the culminating pancake 

breakfast event for the maple-sugaring unit. The survey was made up of both open-ended 
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and Likert Scale questions. Participating community members were asked to share their 

understandings of place-based learning, including the influence on the perception of the 

place-based experience on the local community. Appendix H lists all themes and in-vivo 

examples. These five themes emerged after examining all open responses and teacher 

interviews: 

1. Creativity and innovation 

2. Inspires a new generation of learners 

3. Connection to the community 

4. Encourages hands on learning 

5. Conjures pride in the local community 

 

Creativity and Innovation. The first theme that appeared from both qualitative 

and quantitative analysis of the data was that place-based learning experiences 

increase the perception that the school is providing creative and innovative events for the 

students. 

Figure 4.12 

Community Responses on Student Writing 
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 Figure 4.12 shows 90% of participants strongly agreed and 10% somewhat agreed 

that student writing displayed at the pancake breakfast showcase was original and 

inventive.  

 A community member without children at the school described the school event 

as “an authentic experience where adults were learning from learners.” A parent of a 

fourth grade learner stated, “I appreciate the authentic learning something like this 

promotes.” Another participant stated, “These are the types of events all schools should 

be doing. We love authentic learning and innovative projects.” This new finding 

illustrates the community’s belief that project based learning enhances students’ ability to 

think creatively.  

 Inspires a New Generation of Learners. Another theme that emerged from the 

community survey was that the showcase event inspired learners. This is a new finding in 

the research on place-based learning. When asked if the event would have an impact on 

the community, one parent responded, “Yes. It has inspired a new generation to get out 

and do it!”  A student involved in the maple sugaring showcase event commented, “It 

made me want to get up and start my own version of the sugaring farm.” Another student 

stated, “I loved doing this because I like learning new things about maple sugaring. I feel 

like I could go in our backyard and tap a tree.”  A community member without children at 

the school stated, “It's a great way to involve the community in the school and keep us all 

invested in our youth.”  When asked if this event affects the community, one parent 

stated, “Yes; it provides our children the awareness and incentive to preserve one of New 

England’s important traditions.” This affirms the idea that the maple-sugaring experience 
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and culminating event inspires students and increases the community’s perception that 

the school has inspired a new generation of learners.  

Connection to the Community. The goal of the culminating event was to 

reconnect the school and community. As Smith (2002) stated that the primary value of 

place-based education serves to strengthen children’s connection to others and to the 

regions in which they live. Participants in the community survey were asked in the open 

response section of the survey if they felt this event would have an impact over time on 

the community; 35% of participants expressed that this community event brought the 

community together. A parent participant responded,  

“This event brought people together for a happy and fun occasion, which hasn't 

 happened in a while due to COVID. More events that bring people together like 

 this will have an impact by building trust and ‘goodwill’ among community 

 members, who can often have differing opinions about many things.”  

Another community member described the event as, “This school can be a hub for 

the town.”  One of the essential themes that emerged from the research is connection to 

community. Given that community is one of the core concepts of place-based learning, 

this result is not surprising (Ark et al., 2020; Moody, 2017; Sobel, 2013).A parent of a 

fourth grader stated, “I think it already has a strong impact. There was a large turnout for 

this event and it was very enjoyable. The kids are learning about a process that's very 

important in our region and it really brings together the community.” Another community 

member stated, “It gives the community a chance to engage with all the good things 

happening at this school.” A community member stated, “Yes, so many people coming 

together is great for the community spirit.”  



79 
 

Teachers mentioned the personal connection the students felt to the local 

community. One teacher stated,  

“So I think that in a place-based experience, they make sense of their learning, 

 right? Learners are learning by doing and they are learning through experience. It 

 has varied levels, it is personalized and differentiated for all learners, and it adds 

 to engagement because they are doing something that matters and most 

 importantly, the sugar house and maple trees are all right here on our school 

 property.”  

The results obtained from this study are also in line with the results of research by 

two other studies from Carter-Guyette (2019) and Cincera et at. (2021).  Carter-Guyette 

(2019) surveyed teachers about their community connections. According to 76% of 

survey participants, perceptions of community connections were positive, as partnerships 

were cultivated throughout the experience (Carter-Guyette, 2019).   

Another study by Cincera et al. (2021) analyzed place-based programs on student 

and community relationships in the Slovak Republic. Cincera et al., 2021 found both the 

students and the teachers perceived the Roots and Shoots program as highly successful. 

One of the themes that emerged from Cincera et al., 2021 was a sense of community.  

Similarly, Moody (2017) found 93% of stakeholders are in agreement with the concept 

that place-based learning helps students feel connected to their place. Therefore, place-

based learning experiences build community connections.  

Encourages Hands-On Outdoor Learning. In order to construct meaning from 

our environment, constructivist theory emphasizes the importance of investigation and 

exploration. Interaction within our environment provides many learning opportunities and 
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is at the heart of place-based learning (Sobel, 2013). Participants were asked how this 

culminating event affected their perception of the school. The perception of 50% of the 

participants in this study was that the school encouraged hands-on outdoor learning. 

According to Heaton (2020), the perspectives of the educator participants revealed that 

real-world problem solving is the most important component in a transformative place-

based learning system. 

Community participants spoke of the importance of outdoor activities and the 

school’s role in providing outdoor education. One parent participant stated, “ Yes, 

promoting outdoor time and hands-on learning for children is so important.” A parent 

participant stated, “We tapped a tree!! Our kids loved it and it contextualized where their 

food comes from.” Another participant stated, “Yes. I hope that more people become 

aware of the beautiful natural environment here in New Hampshire, and take an active 

interest in protecting it.” The data in this study consistently supports that not only is it 

important for place-based learning to occur in context to place, it also increases student 

engagement in real-world problem solving (Smith, 2002).  

One element of place-based education is the way in which curriculum adapts to 

unique characteristics of a particular place or community (Ark et al., 2020). Typically, 

the environment provides the context for place-based learning, while natural and cultural 

history provide a curriculum base for place-based education (Sobel, 2013). This study 

found that 50% of the participants perceived the place-based learning experience as a 

hands-on learning opportunity. In a similar study, Llyod (2018) found working in the 

outdoor lab, school garden, and local salt marsh were examples of authentic or real-world 

learning.  
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Conjures Pride in the Local Community. From this researcher’s point of view, 

one of the most unexpected and interesting findings in this study was the reference made 

by participants to the importance of pride in the community. Smith et al. (2021) found 

pride in the community as an important finding when studying community events and the 

effects on the perceptions of community members.  Participants in this study reported that 

connecting learning to students’ surroundings builds community pride. Students, parents, 

teachers, and local community members voiced this concept. This rural New Hampshire 

town is proud of their school, which was evident in their responses.   

By exposing students to the maple sugaring tradition that has a strong history in 

the town, community members expressed pride in the local community. One student 

commented, “I liked learning about the history of a family here right in our town. I never 

knew we had the oldest continuous sugar house in the country. Wow!” A teacher 

commented, “I think our school is pretty special and I am grateful we have a sugar shack 

to offer our learners.” A parent expressed, “I think this is such a unique and enriching 

program and it is very clear, and evident, that the students truly enjoy being involved. We 

are proud to have our children part of this process.” A community member that had not 

participated in any school activities until the culminating event stated,  

“When we have opportunities for teachers, learners, and parents to be engaged, I 

 think it takes learning to the next level. We are able to fire on all cylinders and 

 move from curriculum to a felt experience that stays with learners for years to 

 come and contributes to their development as a future community member.” 

Smith et al., (2021), studied the importance of community events on the social capital and 
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found that community pride was an important finding. Events can make places more 

visible and lead to feelings of pride and belonging. 

As stated previously, 18% of the participants attending the culminating event did 

not even have children attending the school and of those participants, 11 mentioned pride 

in the community when answering the open response questions.  In a similar study, Bird 

(2017) found participants reported the significant potential for place-based pedagogy to 

instill feelings of pride in students. This demonstrates how influential this place-based 

experience is to the community at large. During the culminating pancake breakfast (need 

to keep the name of this consistent throughout) event, community members listened to 

fourth graders present  on maple sugaring, read their graphic novels outlining sugaring 

techniques, and answer questions about maple sugaring topics.  After the culminating 

event, one community member commented, “I don't know much about this school, but I 

have heard very good things. This event changed the way I think about public schools. I 

am very impressed.” Another community member stated, “I think these events have a 

positive impact on the community. It gives kids a great sense of purpose and 

togetherness. It is also a great event for adults to get involved in the community and 

socialize.” 

 A community member who had not attended any other school event described 

this event with the following: “This event taught me so much about global warming 

awareness. It was a great chance for all community members to participate in this 

school.” Another community member expressed, “This event and our sugar shack is 

something that’s come up in conversations I’ve had with people even outside the 

community.” 
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The teacher interviews also revealed pride in the local community. When asked if 

this event had an impact on the community, Mrs. Smith said,  

Well you look at where we have come from, you know, boiling in the parking lot 

and back then we didn’t have the pancake breakfast until the sugar shack was 

built. Now all these people, even people who don’t have kids here, come to check 

out our school. It gives them such a sense of place, a place that they take pride in. 

The learners take it a step further with this project. They do this to make 

themselves proud and the people that come here to see it proud, and the 

community proud. 

 The culminating event of this place-based learning experience creates a sense of 

pride for this local community. Smith (2002) stated that place-based education offers a 

“means to engender among students a sense of affiliation with their home communities 

and regions” (p. 586).  This study’s findings found students and parents, as well as 

community members, expressed their pride and connectedness with their community as a 

result of  the community event. 

This study contributes to the research on place-based learning by informing 

educators, administrators, and school boards that most students in one fourth grade 

classroom in New England (1) increased engagement through student choice of content 

(2) increased engagement when writing was placed in a social context; and (3) increased 

writing achievement through a place-based learning experience. Five themes that 

emerged from the research included (1) creativity and innovation; (2) inspires a new 

generation of learners; (3) connection to the community; (4) encourages hands-on 
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learning; and (5) conjures pride in the local community. Figure 4.13 displays the findings 

and themes visually. 

Figure 4.13 

Significance of Study 

 
  

Organization and Field Impacts 

 The criteria used to gauge impact in this study included student pre and post-

engagement surveys, classroom observations, teacher surveys, teacher interviews, and a 

community survey conducted at a culminating pancake breakfast. The community event 

yielded a 42% participation rate for the community survey and provided rich feedback for 
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answering the research questions. The participation rate is higher compared to that of the 

Karasik and Hafner (2021) study, which had an estimated response rate of 10.99 % in 

their study of community partners’ satisfaction with their involvement in various forms of 

community-based learning in higher education.   

Place-based learning experiences can look completely different from one school 

to another. The premise behind place-based learning is to take what is unique about a 

place and apply that to the local curriculum. This study focused on a rural New 

Hampshire school and its importance in preserving a maple sugaring tradition in the 

community. However, other schools have unique places of their own. For example, 

schools may have an historic mill or famous people in their town. This study 

demonstrated one way place-based learning could impact student engagement, writing 

achievement, and the perception of the local community on a school. There are many 

ways schools can incorporate place-based learning and yield a similar positive overall 

impact by conducting their own action research.  

Overall, the primary goals of place-based education are to increase student 

engagement, boost academic outcomes, and impact communities (Sobel, 2013, Ark et al., 

2020). The problem of practice identified was the lack of opportunities for student 

engagement in a writing workshop and, as a result, declining writing assessment scores at 

Granite Elementary School. Schools must bring meaning and purpose to learning, and 

establish a connection with their local environment and community (Hargreaves, 2021; 

Sobel, 2016; Ark et al., 2020). This study sought to investigate the influence a place-

based learning experience has on the community's perception of a local school. This 

study’s findings suggest that place-based learning has a positive impact on the 
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community’s perception of the school, increasing pride and sense of connection to the 

community. 

The return to school after COVID has educational leaders looking to re-engage 

learners, tackle learning loss, and bring back community trust and partnerships 

(Hargreaves, 2021). This study’s findings positively demonstrated the importance of 

place-based experiences impact on engagement. As stated previously, 97% of community 

survey participants strongly agreed students were engaged in the project during the 

culminating community event.  

Place-based learning focuses on helping students find purpose and develop the 

knowledge, skills and dispositions to thrive as adults (Ark et al., 2020). Although schools 

have been isolated during the COVID pandemic, there is evidence of growing interest in 

bringing back place-based education (Ark et al., 2020). The aim of a place-based 

approach is to establish connections and engage with local places. Granite Elementary 

School has significant potential for reigniting connections with the local community and 

becoming a hub of innovation for the surrounding communities. This action research 

study emphasized the importance of having a culminating event when conducting a 

place-based experience in school, which allows celebrations of learning that impact 

communities for the better.  

Recommendations for Advocacy 

Several recommendations for advocacy have come from this action research 

study. First, when scripted programs and standardized curriculum are utilized, the context 

of place is often disregarded (Gruenewald, 2003). However, research suggests a growing 

interest in place-based learning (Ark et al., 2020; Bird, 2017; Muller, 2020). This study 
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will encourage other practitioners to create innovative instructional practices and draw on 

the uniqueness of their local communities. The school represented in this study is well 

positioned to lead innovative and creative learning opportunities for all students by 

utilizing place-based educational instruction. Schools have the opportunity to utilize a 

place-based curriculum to impact students who are disengaged by existing programs and 

curricula. A study by Kennedy (2018) found children play outside only four hours each 

week. Kennedy (2018) correlated low socioeconomic status with lack of exposure and 

access to outdoor activities. Students that lack access to local parks and outdoor places 

may benefit the most from place-based learning opportunities (Anderson, 2017). 

Therefore, implementing place-based programs may engage more students, especially 

those who have been marginalized by traditional education. Low socioeconomic status 

and lack of exposure to place-based experiences should not limit student learning 

(Fenichel & Schweingruber, 2010). According to The Place-Based Education Committee 

(2021), New Hampshire has many existing place-based educational programs, places to 

explore, and unlimited ideas for educators and schools to provide experiential learning 

experiences.  

Secondly, researchers may want to expand this study of engagement and 

achievement to subject areas other than writing. This action research study focused on 

elementary aged students, but further investigating other levels of schooling is warranted 

and could enhance the transferability of both engagement factors and achievement levels. 

Third, school leaders should invest in professional development to increase 

teacher knowledge of their local community and build interest in developing integrated 
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lessons incorporating place-based learning (Kwauk & Winthrop, 2021). Mrs. White, a 

teacher at Granite Elementary School, stated,  

 I think this maple-sugaring unit is important because the learners are 

experiencing so many rich experiences. I think it is hard in a writer’s workshop to 

always keep learners engaged. So, if you have a varied approach, like if you have 

an interdisciplinary unit, you could have place-based experiences that contribute 

to the learners’ writing experiences and incorporating that as much as you can 

would be really beneficial to them. I think that it just involves a lot of planning 

and really having an understanding of the resources that you have locally. 

Because sometimes you have a curriculum that is not always connected, like we 

have the colonial trades unit and although we went on a field trip, the learners 

don’t really see the connection. Whereas with maple sugaring it is right in our 

backyard and they really connect to the local sugar makers in our town.  

Despite some barriers associated with facilitating place-based education, such as 

planning time to design place-based curriculum, and knowledge of local resources and 

experts, teachers should continue to incorporate these types of learning experiences in 

their classrooms. Place-based professional learning may provide a powerful way for 

teachers to learn from one another.  

Local resources that should be considered for environmental professional 

development of staff include: New Hampshire Environmental Educators, University of 

New Hampshire Professional Development and Training Center, New Hampshire Project 

Learning Tree, Project WET, Harris Center for Conservation Education, Prescott Farm 

Environmental Education Center, Seacoast Science Center, New Hampshire Maple 
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Producers Association, New England Aquarium Teacher Pass Program, and local 

nurseries and garden clubs. Staff should be empowered to participate in professional 

development and design curriculum that will engage their students. 

The last recommendation is to promote and encourage students at Granite 

Elementary School to continue to expand their work and strengthen community 

partnerships. The maple sugaring unit encourages students to reach out to maple sugar 

producers in the area to learn the importance of preserving maple trees, taking care of the 

environment, and continuing a long standing tradition of maple production. The fourth 

grade class met with a local maple producer. The expert explained that his farm was built 

in 1776 and is the oldest continuously running sap house in the United States. To which 

one student exclaimed, “We have been tapping maple trees in this area since 1776. These 

are the same trees that were around when George Washington was President!” Place-

based learning experience gives students opportunities and insight to appreciate the 

individuals living in their community. Granite Elementary School should look to expand 

this innovative approach to learning to other areas, like gardening and connect with other 

area experts. 

Reflective Summary 

 This action research study was not experimental; therefore, positive outcomes are 

correlational instead of causal. Given more time, this researcher could conduct future 

research comparing student participants in place-based learning experiences to similar 

students who did not participate in a place-based learning experience. This research may 

provide results that are more definitive.   
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In addition, a place-based education program research study could be expanded to 

include multiple classes and schools throughout the school district. Cross-sectional 

research is warranted in the future to understand how a place-based learning experience 

affects different age levels or socio-economic status.   

An unexpected challenge that occurred during the action research study and data 

collection period was time of year and the reliance on the current weather conditions. 

Maple sugaring season is three to six weeks long. It was challenging to administer pre- 

and post-tests during this brief instructional period. The lessons had to be timed right and 

were reliant on the daily weather conditions. In addition to planning adequate time to 

learn the content, the culminating event was scheduled for the beginning of April. It was 

important to have a running sugarhouse and the ability for students to tap maple trees for 

their demonstrations. Luckily, the weather cooperated and sap was still running at the 

beginning of April.  

Through this action research study, this researcher learned several key lessons as 

an educational leader. These findings present an interesting question about the role of 

schools in building pride in the local community. What is the role of school leaders in 

promoting community pride? The culminating pancake breakfast of the place-based 

experience is not just an event; it is a showcase that connects students with the 

community in a very powerful way.  While school leaders across the country host school 

events all the time, this event is different. It welcomes families to sit down with their 

neighbor and have breakfast together. It encourages families to enjoy conversations and 

reconnect. Everyone has busy schedules, but being able to carve out time to enjoy each 

other’s company is important to this community. Especially after COVID, principals 
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need to understand that people are craving time spent together (Benton et al., 2020). The 

isolation of the past two years has taken a toll on people’s emotional state. This 

culminating event was a celebration of hard work, academics, and natural resources 

unique to this proud community. 

Reflecting upon the findings and recommendations made by this researcher, it is 

important to ensure that students in Granite Elementary School continue their love of 

writing and learning. It is an educator’s dream to instill an enthusiasm and desire in their 

students to learn and grow. This research has shown that students and writing teachers at 

Granite Elementary School have improved their ability to write and grow while 

developing a passion for their local community. 
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Appendix B 

Pre- and Post-Student Survey 

Dear Students: 

 The purpose of this survey is to gather information for an action research project 

to examine the impact of the place-based learning experience on how you feel about 

writing. There are no right or wrong answers. I want to know what you honestly feel 

about writing. This survey is part of Mrs. Bolduc’s doctoral program at Plymouth State 

University. This survey should take approximately ten minutes to complete. Your 

participation is voluntary and you do not have to answer any questions that make you 

feel uncomfortable. This survey is anonymous meaning that no one will know your 

answers. There will be no penalty for not taking the survey. Please feel free to contact me 

if you have any questions about this survey. Thank you for your time and consideration. 

By continuing with this survey, you are agreeing to participate. 

Student Survey Questions 
 

Please respond using the 

following: 

Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree or 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. I like to choose writing 

topics that are of interest to 

me. 

     

2. I enjoy writing about facts 

and details that I have 

learned about. 

     

3. I enjoy sharing my      
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writing in class.  

4. Knowing how to write 

well is important to me.  

     

5. I share what I write with 

others. 

     

6. In my free time, I like to 

write. 

     

7. I enjoy editing my 

writing.  

     

8.  When I do not know 

what to write about, I always 

get an idea on my own.  

     

9. I use the most of my 

time during writing class. 

(editing my writing, working 

with a peer, or independently 

writing) 

     

10. For writing, I need:  
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Appendix C 
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Appendix D 

Teacher Survey Questionnaire 

Dear Teachers: 

 The purpose of this survey is to gather information for an action research project 

to examine the impact of the place-based learning experience on students’ writing 

achievement, student engagement and the influence on the community. This survey is part 

of my doctoral program at Plymouth State University. This survey should take 

approximately ten minutes to complete. Your participation is voluntary and you may 

withdraw at any time. This survey is anonymous. There will be no penalty for not taking 

the survey. Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions about this survey. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. By continuing with this survey, you are 

agreeing to participate. 

Teacher Survey Questions 
 

Please respond using the following: 

Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree or 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. I have noticed an 

improvement in student 

writing achievement since 

the implementation of 

place-based learning. 

(Improved writing 

achievement is defined by 

an increase of points on the 

Informational Writing 

Rubric.) 

     

2. When students finish their 

work early, they choose to 

write. 

     

3. My students were more 

engaged in writing during 

the place-based learning 

experience. 

     

4. My students can develop a 

topic with facts, definitions 

and concrete details after the 

place-based learning 

experience. 
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5. Place-based learning has 

improved my student’s 

ability to organize and 

structure their writing. 

     

6. Due to the implementation 

of a place-based learning 

experience, students’ 

enthusiasm towards writing 

has increased.  

     

7. My students use a variety of 

descriptive words in their 

writing during the place-

based learning experience. 

     

8. My students enjoy writing.      

9. My students connected with 

community partners during 

the place-based experience. 

     

10. After participation in this 

place-based learning 

project, my students appear 

more connected to the 

community by behaviors of 

engagement (greater 

communication with 

teacher/peers, taking on 

leadership roles, etc.) 

     

11. My students are more 

engaged in the place-based 

learning project than other 

projects we do in class. 
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Appendix E 

Interview Questions: Teachers 

 

Dear Teachers: 

 Thank you for taking the time to meet with me to talk about your experiences with 

implementing a place-based learning experience within your writer’s workshop. The 

purpose of this interview is to gather information for an action research project to 

examine the impact of the community after a place-based learning experience and is part 

of my research for my doctoral studies at Plymouth State University.   

 This afternoon I am going to ask you questions about your experiences about the 

informational writing unit and the place-based learning experience. This interview will 

take approximately thirty minutes. Please feel free to share your point of view. I am 

interested in hearing your opinions. There are no right or wrong answers.  

 For the purpose of our conversation, we can use first names. Please be assured 

that our conversation is confidential and no names or any personally identifiable 

information will be included in my findings. Your participation is voluntary and you may 

withdraw at any time. There will be no penalty for withdrawing from this study.  

 I would like to record this session for accuracy. I will secure the recordings and 

no one will have access to them. Do I have your permission to record the session? If you 

are interested, I would be happy to share my findings with you. If you have no questions, 

we will begin.  

Teacher Interview Questions: 

1. What is your experience in teaching in a writer’s workshop model?  

2. Can you talk about student engagement in your writing classroom?  

3. Did you notice a difference in student engagement during the place-based 

learning experience? 

4. What obstacles get in the way of making writing instruction more engaging in 

your school? 

5. What instructional practices have you used that improves student engagement in 

writing?  

6. What instructional practices do you use to improve student-writing achievement? 

7. A goal of place-based education is that students develop a “love for one’s place” 

or a “sense of place”. Do you believe that students who participated in the maple-

sugaring project develop a sense of place through this work? 

8. Is it important to you to incorporate place-based learning experiences into writing 

instruction?  Can you give me reasons to support your answer? 

9. Do you believe that place-based learning activities have value in serving students? 

Our community? 

10. What impact does this place-based learning experience have on our community, if 

any? 
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Appendix F 

Community Survey 

 Please read the Community Member Informed Consent. By continuing with this 

survey, you are agreeing to participate in the study. 

Please check one or more of the following. I am filling this survey out as a: 

 Parent/Guardian 

 Community Member (School board, Rotarian, invited guest, senior citizen) 

 Staff Member 

I have participated in the previous school events: 

 Family Fun Nights 

 PTA Meetings 

 Volunteer Steering Committee Meetings 

 Lunch with a Loved One 

 Halloween Parade 

 Pancake Breakfast 

 I have never attended a school event. 

I have attended the following classroom demonstrations: 

 Wax Museum 

 Colonial Market Day 

 Kindergarten Reading Event 

 Author's Tea 

 Showcase 

 I have never attended a classroom demonstration. 

After attending the maple-sugaring showcase, please rate the following: 

  Strongly 

Agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

Learners were 

knowledgeable in the 

subject matter. 

          

Learners were engaged 

in the project. 
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Learners communicated 

about their topic. 

          

Comments: 

Overall, the learner's writing was: 

  Strongly 

Agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

Informative and 

communicated a strong 

message. 

          

Original and inventive.           

Followed a clear 

beginning, middle, and 

end. 

          

Accurate, factual, 

carefully considered 

dialogue and narration. 

          

Comments: 

  

Do you think over time this event will have an impact on this community? If so, how? 

  

How did attending this event affect or change your feelings/perceptions about the 

school's academic program? 
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Appendix G 

 

Community Email Notification about Community Survey 

 Thank you for attending the maple sugaring breakfast and student showcase. This 

event is the celebration of the maple-sugaring season and the sweet culmination of our 

learners’ hard work. All fourth grade learners will present their maple sugaring 

information during the breakfast. Come check out what we learned about tapping trees, 

boiling sap, and taste some of our syrup made in our very own SWEET Sugar House. 

After attending the event, please consider filling out the community survey. 

The purpose of this survey is to gather information for an action research project 

examining how the maple sugaring learning experience influences the community’s 

perception of the school. I am conducting this survey as part of my doctoral studies at 

Plymouth State University. I am interested in hearing your observations and perceptions 

about our community and specifically your ideas about school and community 

relationships.  

This survey should take approximately ten minutes to complete. Your 

participation is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. This survey is anonymous. 

There will be no penalty for not taking the survey. Space is provided below each 

statement for additional comments you may have on that particular topic. Thank you in 

advance for your participation. 

  Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions about this survey. Thank 

you for your time and consideration. 

Danielle Bolduc, GES Principal  

(dbolduc@sau73.org) 
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Appendix H 

 

Themes and Sample Responses Regarding Community Perceptions 

Theme   Example Responses  

Creativity 

and 

Innovation 

I think it already has a strong impact. There was a large turnout for this 

event and was very enjoyable. The kids are learning about a process that's 

very important in our region and it really brings together the community. 

 
I think it shows people how academically strong the school is 

 

I feel our school is dynamic and open to new ideas and new methods of 

learning.   

 
Just furthers my outlook on how great a school this is. 

 

Feels good to have events like this - It engages the kids and community at 

the same time - Great for everyone! 

 
I've always thought the academic programs were wonderful. 

  

 

I think this is such a unique and enriching program and it is very clear, 

and evident, that the students truly enjoy being involved. We are proud to 

have our child be a part of this process. 

 

My child has told me about maple syrup making and was very 

informative. 

 

I taught at the middle school for 30 years. Always thought the academic 

programs at all levels were rewarding. 

 
Learning about maple sugaring is awesome! 

 

It didn't change our feelings but showed how much the kids learn and 

what we can do in our own backyard. 

 

I am always supported and my feelings/perceptions have not changed. I 

love what GES does academically. 

 

My family has been part of this school system for many years. The 

academic and social programs that Gilford is like no other. It has always 

been above and beyond. 

 

When we have opportunities for teachers, learners and parents to be 

engaged, I think it takes learning to the next level. We are able to fire on 

all cylinders and move from curriculum to a felt experience that stays 

with learners for years to come and contributes to their development as a 

future community member.  

 
It was an eye opening experience for all the people in our family  
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I love hands on learning. The kids engage and retain so much more! 

 

The breadth of topics introduced to students and the hands-on experience 

they get has consistently impressed me.    

 
I know how good the academic program is.  Well done 

 
It was fun  

 
It reminded me that there’s more to learning than the 3 Rs! 

 
None but it was fun 

 
The education comes full circle with this event.  

 

We tapped a tree!! Kids loved it and it contextualized where their food 

comes from. Really appreciated the effort and time that went into it from 

teachers  

 
I have my own little sugar operation and I learn more than I thought  

 
I appreciate the authentic learning something like this promotes.  

 

The school district is amazing from coming somewhere where they don’t 

do these it’s an amazing project that the school is doing that includes all 

age children 

 
I learned so much about this process and clearly, the kids did as well! 

 
I learned so much about the sugar in process 

 

These are the types of events all schools should be doing.  Authentic 

learning 

 
It's great to be able to see what the learners do! 

 
Glad it helps students gain knowledge pertaining nature  

 
It did not really. I already thought our academic program was top notch! 

 

I didn’t realize how much the kids knew about this and how 

knowledgeable they spoke to community members about this. 

 
I am very happy with the academic program here. 

 

I think our school is pretty special and I am grateful we have a sugar 

shack to offer our learners. 

 

Inspires New 

Generation of 

Learners  

 

Reinforces what I always felt about the school's academic program. 

Very good! 

 
We became more familiar with the school layout and saw our 
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grandchild's environment. Nice experience. Thank you 

 

My child has told me about maple syrup making and was very 

informative. 

 

I taught at the middle school for 30 years. Always thought the 

academic programs at all levels were rewarding. 

 

When we have opportunities for teachers, learners and parents to be 

engaged, I think it takes learning to the next level. We are able to fire 

on all cylinders and move from curriculum to a felt experience that 

stays with learners for years to come and contributes to their 

development as a future community member.  

 
It was amazing! So inspiring. 

 
Great community involvement!  

 

This event makes a great engaged and committed community.  I love 

GES! 

 

I think it’s wonderful how this school helps the children with their 

public speaking and knowledge about their community  

 

We tapped a tree!! Kids loved it and it contextualized where their food 

comes from. Really appreciated the effort and time that went into it 

from teachers  

 

Great example of place based learning fostering community 

connection  

 

The school district is amazing from coming somewhere where they 

don’t do these it’s an amazing project that the school is doing that 

includes all age children 

 
It was good to attend an event as a graduate. 

 
The community has strong bonds 

 

Yes it gives me a good understanding of what the kids are doing in 

school 

 

I did t realize how much the kids knew about this and how 

knowledgeable they spoke to community members about this. 

 
I am glad this school has a program like this. 

 

I do not know much about this school, but I have heard very good 

things. This event changed the way I think about public schools. i am 

very impressed. 

 

I told my children how lucky they were to get to learn about this. There 

are very little schools that do a program like this. 

 

Encourages 

hands on 

learning 
We love outdoor, hands on learning! It is so good for the kids! 
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It was good, such great how  

 
All the students were involved and interested in the subject. 

 

Just furthers my outlook on how great a school this is. Such great hands 

on learning. 

 
I've always thought the academic programs were wonderful. Hands on 

 

I think this is such a unique and enriching program and it is very clear, 

and evident, that the students truly enjoy being involved. We are proud 

to have our child be a part of this hands on process. 

 

It did not change our feelings but showed how much the kids learn and 

what we can do in our own backyard. 

 

When we have opportunities for teachers, learners and parents to be 

engaged, I think it takes learning to the next level. We are able to fire 

on all cylinders and move from curriculum to a felt experience that 

stays with learners for years to come and contributes to their 

development as a future community member.  

 
I love hands on learning. The kids engage and retain so much more! 

 

I have been consistently impressed by the breadth of topics introduced 

to students and the hands-on experience they get.    

 
It is nice to see how hard they have worked on the event 

 

I would love to try and set up something like this at home to do as a 

project with my child 

 
Have a great positive vibe for the school. Helped us feel 

 
This is a family oriented place and the kids seemed so happy. 

 
I learned so much about this process and clearly, the kids did as well! 

 

Connection to 

Community 
This event makes a great engaged and committed community.  I love 

GES 

 
The school felt very welcoming. Thank you! 

 

I am always supported and my feelings/perceptions have not 

changed. I love what GES does academically. 

 

We love the program. This event confirms what we already know-

GES is great! 

 

Continue to be impressed by the passion and ingenuity of all those 

involved in educating our children  

 
Good community support  

 
No change 
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I think it’s wonderful how this school helps the children with their 

public speaking and knowledge about their community  

 
Great involving a community in school events. 

 
It shows a high quality of community involvement in our community 

 

Great example of place based learning fostering community 

connection  

 
It is a family oriented place and the kids seemed so happy. 

 
Nice to see the community so involved  

 
I would support this school after attending this event. 

 

It was nice to be able to get into the school again after so much time 

away 

 

I think our school is pretty special and I am grateful we have a sugar 

shack to offer our learners. 

 

Conjures pride 

in the local 

community 

Reinforces what I always felt about the school's academic program. 

Very good! 

 
Reinforced already positive feelings. 

 

We became more familiar with the school layout and saw our 

grandchild's environment. Nice experience. Thank you 

 

I think this is such a unique and enriching program and it is very 

clear, and evident, that the students truly enjoy being involved. We 

are proud to have our child be a part of this process. 

 
Reinforced positive feelings  

 
Reinforced already positive feelings 

 

I realized how much has changed for the better since my children 

attended GES 

 

These are the types events all schools should be doing.  Authentic 

learning 

 

I think our school is pretty special and I am grateful we have a sugar 

shack to offer our learners. 

 

I don’t know much about this school, but I have heard very good 

things. This event changed the way I think about public schools. I am 

very impressed. 
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Appendix I 

Community Member Informed Consent 

 
 CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

 
 VOLUNTARILY IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION 

 
 PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Danielle Bolduc, Ed. S.  

 

STUDY TITLE: The Power of Place-Based Learning Experiences on Student 

Engagement, Writing Achievement, and the Local Community 

 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this research study is to investigate how the implementation of a place-based 

learning experience impacts student writing achievement, students’ engagement, and the local 

community. The three guiding questions are: What impact does a place-based learning 

experience have on student engagement within a writing workshop? What impact does a 

place-based learning experience have on student achievement within a writing workshop? 

How does a place-based learning experience influence the community’s perception of the 

school? 

 
DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 
Once Danielle Bolduc receives IRB approval, she will send out a recruitment email detailing 

the maple sugaring event and student showcase along with the information about the 

online survey. Participants will attend the maple sugaring breakfast in April. Then 

Danielle Bolduc will send the online survey link to participants along with a consent 

form. Participants should sign the consent form and take the online survey. The survey will 

be open-ended questions and multiple choice. The amount of time required to participate in the 

study is 20 minutes for the survey.   

 
RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  
As a participant in this study, you may experience minimal risks. Danielle Bolduc will seek to 

maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with my in this research. Further, 

any communication via the Internet poses minimal risk of a breach of confidentiality. Danielle 

Bolduc will protect the data and store all information on a password-protected computer which 

will be stored in a locked filing cabinet.  
 
BENEFITS  
There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the knowledge received 

may be of value to our school and future planning of writing lessons.  
 
ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 
All participation in this study is voluntary. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 
All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential in 

accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. The data generated 

by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State University's Institutional Review Board, which 

is the committee responsible for ensuring your welfare and rights as a research participant, to 

assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with university regulations. If any 

presentations or publication result from this research, you will not be identified by name. As per 

federal guidelines, the information collected during your participation in this study will be kept 

for a minimum of three years.  
 
I plan to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your participation in 

this research. Further, any communication via the internet poses minimal risk of a breach of 

confidentiality. While I plan to maintain confidentiality of your responses, other focus group 

participants may repeat responses outside the focus group setting. 

 
TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  
I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If you choose to drop 

out of the study, you may contact the investigator and your research records will be destroyed. 

 
COMPENSATION 
I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly voluntary. 

There will be no cost to me for participating in this research. 
 
INJURY COMPENSATION 
Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this research 

project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries resulting from 

this research. The treatment for such injuries will be at your expense and/or paid through your 

medical plan. 

 
QUESTIONS  

All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further questions about 

the study, I may contact Danielle Bolduc at 524-1661 or dbolduc@sau73.org. If you have any 

questions about the rights of research participants, you may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth 

State University’s Institutional Review Board at 603-535-2915 (Valid until July 1, 2024). 
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
I understand that your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 

participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. I are free to withdraw or refuse consent, or 

to discontinue my participation in this study at any time without penalty or consequence.  

 
I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I will be given a copy of this 

consent form. 

 
Signatures: 
 
________________________ 
Participant’s Name (Print)  
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________________________    ____________ 
Participant ’s Signature     Date 
 
I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this consent form 

has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given an opportunity to ask 

any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of participation in this research study.  
 
Danielle Bolduc 
Investigator’s Name (Print)  

 
____________________________________________  _____________ 
Investigator’s Signature      Date 
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Appendix J 

Teacher Consent Form 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE  

VOLUNTARILY IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION  

PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY 

  

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Danielle Bolduc, Ed. S.   

STUDY TITLE: The Power of Place-Based Learning Experiences on Student 

Engagement, Writing Achievement, and the Local Community 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this research study is to investigate how the implementation of a place-

based learning experience impacts student writing achievement, students’ engagement, 

and the local community. The three guiding questions are: What impact does a place-

based learning experience have on student engagement within a writing workshop? What 

impact does a place-based learning experience have on student achievement within a 

writing workshop? How does a place-based learning experience impact the relationship 

between the school and the community?  

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

Once Danielle Bolduc receives IRB approval, she will talk with students about the 

surveys during your class time. She will also have the Reading Specialist conduct a 

classroom observation of engagement four times throughout the study. A teacher survey 

containing only closed questions will be distributed to the teachers after the informational 

writing unit is completed. The teacher survey will require you to rate the degree to which 

you agree or disagree with statements about writing, place-based learning and 

engagement. Danielle Bolduc will also conduct individual interviews with teachers 

outside of instructional time. The amount of time required to participate in the study is 10 

minutes for the survey and 30 minutes for the interview.  

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

As a participant in this study, you may experience minimal risks. Danielle Bolduc will 

seek to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with my 

participation (as well as my students’ participation) in this research. Further, any 

communication via the Internet poses minimal risk of a breach of confidentiality. In order 
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to accurately capture my words, in addition to note taking, Danielle Bolduc will digitally 

record the interview via audio. Danielle Bolduc will protect the data and store all 

information on a password protected computer.  

BENEFITS  

There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the knowledge 

received may be of value to our school and future planning of writing lessons.   

ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 

All participation in this study is voluntary. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential 

in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. The data 

generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State University's Institutional 

Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring your welfare and rights 

as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with 

university regulations. If any presentations or publication result from this research, you 

will not be identified by name. As per federal guidelines, the information collected during 

your participation in this study will be kept for a minimum of three years.  

I plan to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your 

participation in this research. Further, any communication via the internet poses minimal 

risk of a breach of confidentiality. While I plan to maintain confidentiality of your 

responses, other focus group participants may repeat responses outside the focus group 

setting. 

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  

I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If you choose 

to drop out of the study, you may contact the investigator and your research records will 

be destroyed.  

COMPENSATION 

I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly 

voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research.  

INJURY COMPENSATION 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 

research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 
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resulting from this research. The treatment for such injuries will be at your expense 

and/or paid through your medical plan. 

QUESTIONS  

All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further questions 

about the study, I may contact Danielle Bolduc at 524-1661 or dbolduc@sau73.org. If 

you have any questions about the rights of research participants, you may call the 

Chairperson of the Plymouth State University’s Institutional Review Board at 603-535-

2915 (Valid until July 1, 2024). 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

I understand that your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 

participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. I are free to withdraw or refuse 

consent, or to discontinue my participation in this study at any time without penalty or 

consequence.   

I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I will be given a copy 

of this consent form.  

Signatures: 

 
________________________ 
Participant’s Name (Print)  
 
________________________    ____________ 
Participant ’s Signature     Date 
 
I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this consent form 

has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given an opportunity to ask 

any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of participation in this research study.  
 
Danielle Bolduc 
Investigator’s Name (Print)  

 
____________________________________________  _____________ 
Investigator’s Signature      Date 
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Appendix K  

Informed Parental Consent Letter/Form 

February 28, 2022 

 

Dear Parent/Guardian: 

 

I am a doctoral student at Plymouth State University and I am conducting a research 

project to find out the impact a place-based learning experience has on student 

engagement, writing achievement and the local community in this district. I am writing to 

invite your child to participate in this project. I plan to work with approximately sixty 

children in this study.  

 

If you allow your child to participate in this study, your child will be asked to take an 

online survey before and after the experience. The survey should take ten minutes to 

complete.  Neither you nor your child will receive any compensation to participate in this 

project.  

 

The potential risks of your child participating in this study are minimal. Although your 

child is not expected to receive any direct benefits from participating in this study, the 

benefits of the knowledge gained are expected to inform our school staff about the impact 

of a place-based learning experience on student engagement and writing achievement.  

 

Participation is strictly voluntary. If you refuse to allow your child to participate, neither 

you nor your child will experience any penalty or negative consequences. Your child may 

refuse to answer any question. If you allow your child to participate in this project and 

your child wants to, and then either you change your mind or your child changes his/her 

mind, you may withdraw your child, or your child may withdraw, at any time during the 

study without penalty.  

 

I seek to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your child’s 

participation in this research. Further, any communication via the Internet poses minimal 

risk of a breach of confidentiality. I will keep data on a password protected computer; 

only I will have access to the data. No names or any personally identifiable information 

will be 

included in my findings. I will report the data in aggregate only.  Due to federal 

regulations, I will store the data for three years after completion of the data analysis, 

which I anticipate to be by August 31, 2022. The results may be used in dissertations, 

reports, presentations, and publications. 

 

If you have any questions about this research project or would like more information 

before, during, or after the study, you may contact Danielle Bolduc, 603 524-1661 and/or 

dbolduc@sau73.org.  If you have questions about your child’s rights as a research 
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subject, you may contact Dr. Clarissa M. Uttley, PSU IRB Chair at 603-535-2915 or psu-

irb@plymouth.edu to discuss them. 

 

I have enclosed two copies of this letter. Please sign one indicating your choice and 

return in the enclosed envelope. The other copy is for your records. Thank you for your 

consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Danielle Bolduc 

 

 

Yes, I, _________________consent/allow my child _____________________ to 
participate in this research project. 
 
No, I, __________________do not consent/allow my child _________________ 
to participate in this research project. 
 
Signature of Parent      Date 
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Appendix L 

Student Assent Form 

  Application approval date: 
 

Study Title: The Power of Place-Based Learning Experiences on Student Engagement, 

Writing Achievement and the Local Community 

 

1. What will happen to me in this study?  

This study is designed to gather information about how you feel about writing. 

There are two surveys that you will be asked to answer. The questions ask about 

writing and the maple sugaring project. This will happen in your classroom. It 

will not take longer than 10 minutes.  

2. Can anything bad happen to me?  
 You may feel nervous when answering the questions, but there are no right or wrong 

 answers. You do not have to answer the questions. 

3. Can anything good happen to me?  
 There is not anything good that will happen to you in this study. You may be able to help 

 some teachers use maple sugaring or other place-based experiences in their classrooms. 

4. Will anyone know I am in the study?  
 No one will know you are a part of this study. It will be a secret. What Mrs. Bolduc 

 learns from you might be used to help other teachers. 

5. What happens if I get hurt? 

You will most likely not get hurt while filling out the surveys. Your parent has 

been given information about what to do if you do get hurt. 

6. Who can I talk to about the study?  

If you have any problems with the study, you should talk with your family. You 

can also talk with your classroom teacher. You can talk with Ms. Fiore, the 

guidance counselor too. If you have any questions or problems, you can call Mrs. 

Bolduc, 603 524-1661.If you have questions about the study but want to talk to 

someone else who is not a part of the study, you can call the Plymouth State 

University Institutional Review Board (IRB) at (603)-535-2915 (Valid until July 

1, 2024). 

7. What if I do not want to do this?  

 You can stop the survey at any time without getting in trouble.  

SIGNATURE 

If you agree to be in this study, please sign below. 

Signature of Child     Date 

        Printed name of Child 

 

 

 


