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Question:
What is the evidence for a place-based learning approach to improve student outcomes,
particularly for rural students?

Response:
Thank you for your request to our REL Reference Desk regarding evidence-based information
about place-based learning for rural students. Ask A REL is a collaborative reference desk
service provided by the 10 Regional Educational Laboratories (RELs) that, by design, functions
much in the same way as a technical reference library. Ask A REL provides references, referrals,
and brief responses in the form of citations in response to questions about available education
research.
Following an established REL Appalachia research protocol, we searched for peer-reviewed
articles and other research reports on place-based learning. Our search yielded relatively little
research that specifically addressed the effects of place-based learning on student outcomes,
but we were able to identify other resources related to the implementation of place-based
learning strategies in rural communities. The sources included ERIC and other federally funded
databases and organizations, research institutions, academic research databases, and general
Internet search engines. For more details, please see the methods section at the end of this
document.
The research team did not evaluate the quality of the resources provided in this response; we
offer them only for your reference. Also, the search included the most commonly used research
databases and search engines to produce the references presented here, but the references are
not necessarily comprehensive, and other relevant references and resources may exist.
References are listed in alphabetical order, not necessarily in order of relevance.
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Additional Organizations to Consult
Rural Schools Collaborative: https://ruralschoolscollaborative.org/
From the website: “The organization’s mission is to build sustainable rural communities
through a keen focus on place, teachers, and philanthropy.”
• Place-Based Education: https://ruralschoolscollaborative.org/place-based-education
Edutopia: https://www.edutopia.org/
From the website: “Our Foundation is dedicated to transforming K–12 education so that all
students can acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to
thrive in their studies, careers, and adult lives.”
• Using Place-Based Education to Revitalize Rural Schools – and Communities:
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/place-based-education-new-mexico-anne-obrien
Promise of Place: https://promiseofplace.org/
From the website: “The Promise of Place website is a project of [the] Center for Place-Based
Learning and Community Engagement, a unique public private partnership that works to
advance the state of the art in place-based education by facilitating collaborative efforts in
research, program design, technical assistance, resource development and dissemination.”

Methods
Keywords and Search Strings
The following keywords and search strings were used to search the reference databases and
other sources:
•

(“Place-based learning” OR “place-based pedagogy” OR “place-based education” OR
“place-based instruction”) AND rural
• (“Place-based learning” OR “place-based pedagogy” OR “place-based education” OR
“place-based instruction”) AND rural AND “student outcome*”
Databases and Resources
We searched ERIC, a free online library of more than 1.6 million citations of education research
sponsored by the Institute of Education Sciences (IES), for relevant resources. Additionally, we
searched the academic database ProQuest, Google Scholar, and the commercial search engine
Google.

Reference Search and Selection Criteria
In reviewing resources, Reference Desk researchers consider—among other things—these four
factors:
• Date of the publication: Searches cover information available within the last ten years,
except in the case of nationally known seminal resources.
• Reference sources: IES, nationally funded, and certain other vetted sources known for
strict attention to research protocols receive highest priority. Applicable resources must
be publicly available online and in English.
• Methodology: The following methodological priorities/considerations guide the review
and selection of the references: (a) study types—randomized controlled trials, quasi
experiments, surveys, descriptive data analyses, literature reviews, policy briefs, etc.,
generally in this order; (b) target population, samples (representativeness of the target
population, sample size, volunteered or randomly selected), study duration, etc.; (c)
limitations, generalizability of the findings and conclusions, etc.
• Existing knowledge base: Vetted resources (e.g., peer-reviewed research journals) are
the primary focus, but the research base is occasionally slim or nonexistent. In those
cases, the best resources available may include, for example, reports, white papers,
guides, reviews in non-peer-reviewed journals, newspaper articles, interviews with
content specialists, and organization websites.
Resources included in this document were last accessed on February 10, 2020. URLs,
descriptions, and content included here were current at that time.
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