Knowing a Place like the Back of Your Hand

I.  Walk-About: Creating Urban Songlines

Students will help develop place-based curriculum that will be used at Jean’s Farm, an eco-forest and farm education site in Southeast Portland, for public education programs in the Johnson Creek Watershed, and as part of a larger research agenda to understand the role community stories or narratives play in restoring urban watersheds.

Students working in groups of 3-4 will modify or develop the place-based curriculum for different audiences, i.e., (1) young people (K—8), High school and young adult, adult, elder, etc.

During the term students will get to know one place through their own observations and experiences, as well as through research, interviews, and surveys.  The place is referred to as the Johnson Creek Canyon, in the Johnson Creek Watershed, in Southeast Portland, in the Columbia River Watershed, within the Maritime Northwest Region, within the temperate Rain forest of North America on the Planet Earth.

Students working in groups will take walks through the Canyon on at least 4 occasions.  The tours will be facilitated by a survey instrument that the students will fill out as the wonder and experience the canyon.  The baseline tour will take place soon after the term begins,  guided by the field experience coordinators, Steve Johnson and Megan Kupko.

The student groups will then be asked to adapt and learn about different perspectives, and how those affect their perception and knowledge about the place.

Each group will learn about the canyon from the following perspectives.  Select three from the individual category, all from discipline.

Discipline

Individual

Biologist








Child







Geographer







Elder

Geologist








Neighbor

Artist








Park user




Botanist








Environmental activist

Historian








Local business person

Sociologist








Other species (plant or animal)

To learn about the Canyon from these perspectives groups should use internet and library research, interviews, surveys, observations. 

For each tour of the Canyon after the baseline tour, student groups will be given additional guidance about what to observe and experience for that particular tour.

The final products for this part of the field experience will be:

(1) A series of maps and surveys that will be completed by the groups based on the walkabouts

(2) A reflection piece written by each student about what they have learned from the field experience

(3) Place-based curriculum tool box and recommendations

(4) Presentation of each group’s place-based tool box and recommendations

Naming a place and finding a “power” place

In their field work student groups will name a place in the canyon.  This can be a physical part of the canyon, a special tree, rock, gathering spot.  To understand more about the importance of “naming places,” read Stegner’s “Sense of Place.”  Students should also research what other specific names may exist, i.e., by asking neighbors and users, reading maps, etc.

In Japan, adherents to the Shintoism faith create shrines in nature where they feel the spiritual presences of the universe.  Gary Snyder references a Crow Elder who says, “if white people stay put long enough maybe they too will experience the spirit of a place. 

 Individual students, through spending quiet time walking in the canyon will find a place they feel most comfortable, a place Natives might have referred to as a place of power. 

Work on Jean’s Farm

Jean’s farm is an organic farm operated as a school-farm program by the Portland Public Schools Foundation and the Portland International Initiative for Leadership in Ecology, Culture, and Learning (PIIECL), at PSU.  Students from the Sunnyside Environmental School work with PSU students designing and maintaining the farm which also includes a watershed restoration project coordinated with SOLV (Stop Oregon Litter and Vandalism).

Students will work on the farm a minimum of 3 hours a week under the direction of the farm’s coordinator Megan Kupko.  Students will work with other PSU students and the Sunnyside Environmental School on a variety of projects.  The exact schedule and tasks will be worked out by the end of the 2nd week of the term.

Field Experience discussions

Students will participate in a series of discussions, usually held at Jean’s Farm to further explore place, watersheds and neighborhoods.  Discussions will follow readings in “Discovering a Sense of Place” and other readings.

1. A Sense of Place

2. Responsibility to Place

3. Knowing Your Bioregion

4. Living in Place

5. Building local community

6. Empowerment

Exploring Place Exercises

As part of class activities or field experience discussions students will explore several themes of the class through experiences that will help them understand how the individual choices they make and their relationship to community makes a difference in the health of the planet.

•  In Discovering a Sense of Place examine the map on page 16-17.  What bioregion to you live in now?  What bioregion(s) do you consider your home.  Which ones have you visited?  Were you aware of being in the bioregion?

•  Every other week students will examine where their food comes from by tracing the origins of their food for breakfast, lunch, dinner and snacks.  Also, at least once students will attempt to trace the origins of the clothes they wear.

Several quizzes will be offered as a way of shaping discussion about place, including:

What do you know about your place?

· trace the water you drink from precipitation to tap

· how many days until the moon is full

· describe the soil around your home

· what were the primary subsistence techniques of the culture(s) that lived in your area before you

· Name five edible plants in your bioregion and their season(s) of availability

· from what direction to winter storms generally come in your region?

· Where does your garbage go?

· How long is the growing season where you live?

· On what day of the year are the shadows the shortest where you live?

· Name five native trees in your area

· Name five resident and five migratory birds in your area

· What is the land use history of humans in your bioregion during the past century?

· What primary geological event/process influence the land form where you live?

· Name one species that has become extinct in your area

· What was the total rainfall in your area last year?

· From where you are reading this, point north

· What spring wildflower is consistently among the first to bloom where you live?

· Name five wild animals that live in your bioregion

· What kinds of rocks and minerals are found in your bioregion?

· What are the primary energy sources for electricity in your area? What are the potential sources?

What did this place look like?

50 million years

10 million years

1 million years

10,000 years

60,000 years ago

6000 years ago

300 years ago

150 years ago

50 years ago

50 years in the future

500 years in the future

Thinking about your neighborhood

· Do you know your neighbors by name?

· If you go out of town would you trust your neighbors to watch out for your place?  animal

· Have you ever invited a neighbor in for coffee or social event?

· Have you done chores for a neighbor?  or visa versa?

· Do you go for walks in your neighborhood?

· Do you borrow tools from neighbors or carpool with others?

· Have you ever organized a neighborhood picnic, block party or other gathering?

· Do you belong to neighborhood association, block home or neighborhood watch?

· Do you attend local PTA or school advisory committee meetings or attend school functions?

· Do you volunteer with neighborhood groups, schools, other associations?

· Have you participated in a neighborhood cleanup?

· Have you gone door to door in your neighborhood with a petition or to support local candidate or issue?

Thinking about Place

· Simone Weil is quoted as saying, "to be rooted is perhaps the most important but least understood need of the human soul"

· Do you feel this need?  If so, is the feeling pronounced or something that comes up from time to time?

· Is this perspective relevant in modern society or just nostalgia?

· Wendell Berry says, "If you don't know where you are, you don't know who you are."  Has a place helped to shape your personal identity?  How?

· Stegner says we have tendencies to be a "placed" person and a displaced person.  Which tendency is the strongest in you?

· Do people in the U.S., particularly in the West, tend to be more restless and rootless than those in other societies?  If so why?  Have you been influenced by these forces?

· What are your feelings about living in one place for the rest of your life?  Would that be attractive or boring?

· For your next vacation, if cost were not an issue, would you choose to spend time in a foreign country of your choice, or time in your bioregion?  Why?

· Davis suggests that indigenous people possess a unique spiritual connection with the place they inhabit.  What does he mean?  Can a non-indigenous person hope to achieve such a connection?

· Davis describes rituals of the Quechua (in Southern Andes) honoring their connection with place through ritual.  What are your thoughts about such ritual?  Has ritual been part of your experience of place?

· Joseph Meeker speaks of a Tlinget blanket that "tells you who you are."  Do you have any such symbol or representation.  What kinds are there?  e.g., charm bracelets

