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DOES PLACE
MATTER?
What role does place have in 
shaping the learning experiences 
most influential for developing 
leadership skills in community?



Park(ing) Day - London, Canada
September 18, 2010

Horton Street (looking west) - London, Canada
November 17, 2012

Great Law - Chicago, United States of America
August 4, 2015
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LITERATURE ON
LEARNING, SPACE & COMMUNITY

In valuing lived experience, 
every site—space or 
place—has the potential to 
be transformed into one of 
(informal) learning

(hooks, 1994; Lindeman, 1982; Kolb, 
1984; McKee, 2014; Shor, 1992)

As understandings of 
leadership change, there is 
a need to better appreciate 
what it means to be a 
leader within community

(Delaney, 2010; Hanold, 2015; 
Schweigert, 2007; Wheatley, 2009)

Existing research has 
neglected to adequately 
connect spatial elements to 
adult learning for 
community-based action 

(Foroughi & Durant, 2013; Gruenewald, 
2003; Nesbit & Wilson, 2010)

4



GUIDING
RESEARCH
QUESTIONS

Primary

o How have learning 
experiences embedded 
within community 
development efforts 
impacted my leadership 
skill development?

Secondary

o What have I been learning? How?

o How does my understanding of place 
shape the learning I have experienced in 
specific spaces?

o How have I developed as a leader?

o How does my relationship to spaces in 
community impact the likelihood that I, 
or others, will view myself as a leader?
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“Auto-ethnography is a form of 
qualitative research in which the 
researcher is an object of study, 
reflects on his or her personal 

experiences, and connects them to 
broader cultural, social, and 

political contexts

METHODOLOGY

(Anderson, 2006; Ellis & Bochner, 2006; Purcell, 2013)
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METHODS FOR DATA COLLECTION,

description

autobiographical reconstruction

Mitchell & Coltrinari (2001)

100 pages
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METHODS FOR DATA COLLECTION, ANALYSIS

analysisdescription

autobiographical reconstruction

Mitchell & Coltrinari (2001)

100 pages

coded, categorized, and grouped

Lichtman's (2013) 6-step process

matricies
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METHODS FOR DATA COLLECTION, ANALYSIS 
& INTERPRETATION

analysis interpretationdescription

autobiographical reconstruction

Mitchell & Coltrinari (2001)

100 pages

coded, categorized, and grouped

Lichtman's (2013) 6-step process

matricies

experience & reflection

Kolb (1984) & Lindeman (1982)

Bolton (2014) & Schön (1983)
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EXPERIENCE & REFLECTION

Every experience presents an opportunity for learning and 
growth—when enhanced by acts of reflection
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RELATIONSHIPS, IDENTITY 
& LEADERSHIP

Relationships are central to 
forming an identity, developing as 
a leader, and deconstructing how 
we define place for ourselves

Classmates. Friends. Community. - Antigonish, Nova Scotia
April 11, 2017
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THE IMPORTANCE OF PLACE

“Places are fundamentally pedagogical because 
they are contexts for human perception and for 
participation with the phenomenal, ecological, 
and cultural world. What we know is, in large 

part, shaped by the kinds of places we experience 
and the quality of attention we give them.”

(Gruenewald, 2003, p. 645)
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REINFORCES
place as an important concept in learning

EMPHASISES
reflection as a tool for deconstructing informal learning

IDENTIFIES
what may generate the defining meaning behind place
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Yours to Discover – London, Canada
May 2, 2015

IMPLICATIONS 
FOR MY OWN 
PRACTICE

• Multi-dimensional 
understanding of place

• Robust vocabulary
• Appreciation of reflection
• Relational awareness
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IMPLICATIONS 
FOR OTHER
PRACTITIONERS

• Foster relationships 
among students

• Identify the learning 
within environments 

• Provide time, space, & 
resources for reflection

“…and then the city was” – Broken City Lab
September 4, 2011
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FUTURE RESEARCH

Situated Learning
(Lave & Wagner, 1991)

Considers the relationship 
between learning and the social 
situations where it takes place

Learning Spaces
(Kolb & Kolb, 2005)

Elaborates on learning styles and 
how they develop between an 
individual and their environment
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THANKS!
Questions?

Kevin Van Lierop
x2017unn@stfx.ca

17



REFERENCES

Anderson, L. (2006). Analytic autoethnography. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 35(4), 
373–395. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241605280449

Bolton, G. (2014). Reflective practice: Writing and professional development (4th ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Inc.

Delaney, M. (2010). Understanding empowerment, informal education, and access to decision-
making in a community organization. DePaul University, IL. Retrieved from 
http://tinyurl.com/yam884wr

Ellis, C., & Bochner, A. (2006). Communication as autoethnography. In G. Shepherd, J. St.John, 
& T. Striphas (Eds.), Communication as ...: Perspectives on theory (pp. 110–122). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: SAGE Publications Inc.

Foroughi, B., & Durant, C. (2013). Spaces of community development and adult learning within 
diverse urban settings. In T. Nesbit, S. Brigham, N. Taber, & T. Gibb (Eds.), Building on critical 
traditions: Adult education and learning in Canada (pp. 215–224). Toronto, Canada: Thompson 
Educational Publishing.

18



REFERENCES CONTINUED

Gruenewald, D. (2003). Foundations of place: A multidisciplinary framework for place-
conscious education. American Educational Research Journal, 40(3), 619–654. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312040003619

Hanold, M. (2015). Understanding the difference between leadership and management. In J. 
Borland, G. M. Gregory, & L. J. Burton (Eds.), Sport leadership in the 21st century (pp. 21–41). 
Burlington, MA: Jones & Barlett Learning.

hooks, bell. (1994). Teaching to transgress: Education as the practice of freedom. New York, NY: 
Routledge.

Kolb, D., & Kolb, A. (2005). Learning styles and learning spaces: Enhancing experiential 
learning in higher education. Academy of Management Learning & Education, 4(2), 193–212. 
https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/rdq97

Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development. 
Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

19



REFERENCES CONTINUED

Kolb, D. A., & Kolb, A. Y. (2012). Experiential learning spaces. In N. M. Seel (Ed.), Encyclopedia of 
the Sciences of Learning (pp. 1209–1212). Boston, MA: Springer.

Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation. Cambridge, 
United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press.

Lichtman, M. (2013). Qualitative research in education. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781849208574

Lindeman, E. (1982). To put meaning into the whole of life. In R. Gross (Ed.), Invitation to 
lifelong learning (pp. 118–122). Chicago, IL: Follett.

McKee, J. (2014). Community development and adult education: A symbiotic relationship. 
University of Manitoba, Manitoba, Canada. Retrieved from http://tinyurl.com/y9fuslzm

Mitchell, C., & Coltrinari, H. (2001). Journal writing for teachers and students. In T. Barer-Stein 
& M. Kompf (Eds.), The craft of teaching adults (pp. 21–37). Toronto, Canada: Irwin.

20



REFERENCES CONTINUED

Nesbit, T., & Wilson, A. (2010). Class and place in adult and continuing education. In C. 
Kasworm, A. Rose, & J. Ross-Gordon (Eds.), Handbook of adult and continuing education (pp. 
389–397). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Inc.

Purcell, D. (2013). Sociology, teaching, and reflective practice: Using writing to improve. 
Teaching Sociology, 41(1), 5–19. https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055X12460028
Schön, D. A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. New York, NY: 
Basic Books.
Schweigert, F. J. (2007). Learning to lead: Strengthening the practice of community leadership. 
Leadership, 3(3), 325–342. https://doi.org/10.1177/1742715007079315
Shor, I. (1992). Empowering education: Critical teaching for social change. Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press.
Wheatley, M. (2009). Turning to one another: Simple conversations to restore hope to the future
(2nd ed.). San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers Inc.

21


