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A B S T R A C T   

Place-based education and, more specifically, field-base education, is increasingly considered an effective way to 
enhance learning experiences . By connecting academic curriculum with different ways of knowing and prac-
ticing, these are seen as potentially transformative experiences that can offer participants enriching opportunities 
to learn about social realities beyond the classroom . However, critics also argue that place-based learning 
methods can lack a critical perspective and fail to connect local experience with global phenomena, as well as 
with theoretical concepts. 

In light of the challenges and benefits associated with place-based education, this paper examines how this 
learning approach can be applied to the particular context of resource development studies and how it can 
contribute to postgraduate training in social sciences more generally. This example adds to a growing body of 
literature on place-based education, through an analysis of and critical reflection on the pedagogical approach 
used during two doctoral courses focused on mineral extraction in northern Canadian and Fennoscandian 
communities. Building on reflections by the course designers and the results of a survey administered to par-
ticipants exploring the learning outcomes of these two postgraduate field courses, this paper examines how 
place-based education contributed to or hindered the pedagogical objectives pursued in the courses. It further 
explores the challenges and benefits of place-based education in postgraduate education and in the field of 
extractive resources development. After briefly reviewing the literature and defining the concept of place-based 
education, the paper describes the pedagogical approach used during the two PhD courses. In the third section, 
the results of the student surveys are discussed along with comments from the organizers, before some thoughts 
for future postgraduate courses are finally provided.   

1. Introduction 

There has been a growing interest among scholars to examine how 
their curriculum design, course assessment, teaching techniques, and 
overall pedagogical approach can benefit from immersive learning en-
vironments, notably through place-based education. Place-based edu-
cation (PBE) refers to an approach rooted in experiential learning and 
Indigenous teaching philosophies, whereby an intentionally selected 
location plays an integral role in the academic experience of both 
teachers and students. It also builds on longstanding pedagogical tra-
ditions around fieldwork in geography (Bridge, 2001; Pawson and 
Teather, 2002; Elwood 2004; Hovorka and Wolf, 2009) and experiential 

learning traditions in environmental education (Israel, 2012; Gruene-
wald and Smith, 2014) and Indigenous land-based pedagogies (Tuck 
et al., 2014). Its advocates contend that PBE offers an effective way of 
enhancing both student learning experiences and outcomes, through the 
integration of local communities and environments as educational set-
tings that serve to contextualize and complicate the different phenom-
ena and issues under study (Riggs, 2005; Sobel, 2005; van Eijck and 
Roth, 2010; Scully, 2012). PBE promotes a dynamic learning process 
that aims to increase the social engagement and academic achievement 
of students. It is celebrated for its ability to heighten the understanding 
of multifaceted issues such as social and environmental justice, while 
fostering innovative teaching strategies that seek to challenge the 
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educational system’s structures and norms that empower some and 
marginalize others (Ormond, 2013). 

However, some critics identify the potentially limited conceptual and 
theoretical engagements associated with this approach. In the absence of 
a critical approach to PBE, conceptions of space and place could be 
conveyed as a “stable, bounded and self-contained entity rather than 
something in the making” (McInerney et al., 2011, 9). Scholars also 
highlight the associated difficulty of taking into account different as well 
as multi-scalar perspectives linked to local particularities (van Eijck and 
Roth, 2010; McInerney et al., 2011). Some argue that, by focussing too 
much on the local, PBE does not always allow for the study of more 
generalizable concepts and global phenomenon (Furman and Gruene-
wald, 2004; Hayes-Conroy, 2008). In a graduate studies context, in-
structors encounter challenges in developing a place-based curriculum 
that meets the standards and expectations of their academic institution, 
where a certain understanding of complex issues, processes and ideas is 
encouraged. One of the major goals of a graduate social science curric-
ulum is to link theoretical concepts to practical or empirical realities, as 
well as to clarify the multidimensional impacts and multiple ramifica-
tions of global issues in local contexts. 

This paper examines the application of a place-based pedagogical 
approach in a postgraduate course designed to study the problematic of 
extractive resource development, an educational strategy that, in our 
view, reflected some of these theoretical possibilities and limitations. 
Conducting research and teaching on resource development entails 
particular challenges that a PBE approach is well suited to address. For 
example, the impacts of extractive projects are inherently complex and 
diverse, and requiring the integration of a multidisciplinary and cross- 
scale perspectives (Horowitz et al., 2018). These effects include the 
physical transformations of ecosystems and lands (Wanger, 2011; 
Haque et al., 2014; Jain, 2015; Auld et al., 2018) as well as the many 
social and economic impacts on communities and on peoples’ liveli-
hoods and ways of life (Parlee, 2015; Rodon and Lévesque, 2015; Gil-
berthorpe and Hilson, 2016; Sandlos and Keeling, 2016). 

Mining projects often take place in remote regions, far from urban 
population and service centres (Haley et al., 2011; Horowitz et al., 
2018). Given their geographic remoteness and the obligations (in some 
regions) associated with the respect of Indigenous rights, communities 
develop special relations with mining companies, not only through 
employment but also (in some cases) through negotiated agreements 
that govern the implementation of scientific monitoring committees and 
the establishment of training programs. The impacts of extractive in-
dustries are inherently local, intensively affecting the vicinity of the 
mine and nearby communities. At the same time, mining developments 
are increasingly global phenomena. World market prices, international 
trade and investment law, and labor migration, for instance, have a 
direct impact on the establishment, operation, and consequences of 
extractive activities (O’Faircheallaigh, 2013). These complex and mul-
tiscalar characteristics have implications for how to study — and teach 
about — extractive industries and regions. 

This paper explores how using a place-based approach to learn and 
teach about these phenomena can be potentially productive. In partic-
ular, we focus on how PBE strategies can be applied through a field- 
based engagement with extractive regions and how it can contribute 
to postgraduate training in social sciences more generally. We explore 
these strategies through an analysis and critical reflection of the peda-
gogical approach used during two doctoral field courses focused on 
mineral extraction in northern Canadian and Fennoscandian commu-
nities. The contributing authors organized or/and participated as stu-
dents or researchers in a ten-day doctoral seminar held in northern 
Quebec and Labrador in May 2019, and in a five-day doctoral course 
which took place in Lapland in October 2019. 

Building on the results of a survey administered to participants 
exploring the learning outcomes of these two postgraduate field courses, 
this paper examines how PBE contributed to or hindered the pedagogical 
objectives pursued in the courses. It further reflects the effectiveness of 

PBE and relation to teaching and learning about extractive resource 
development. After briefly reviewing the literature and defining the 
concept of PBE, the paper describes the pedagogical approach used 
during the two doctoral courses. In the third section, the results of the 
student surveys are discussed along with comments from the organizers 
and, in a final section, some thoughts for future postgraduate courses. 

2. Situating place-based education in the context of graduate 
training 

PBE can be defined “as using place, people, and its resources (e.g., 
linguistic, cultural, or environmental) as foundation for learning” 
(Bottjer-Wilson and Bruno, 2019, 244).1 Grounded in public space and 
in the local landscape, it emphasizes “real-world learning and encourage 
exploration and connection to place” (Reid, 2019, 78). It is an experi-
ential approach to education that aims to enhance learning outcomes, 
helping students develop stronger ties to the community, build their 
appreciation for the natural world, and support their commitment to 
serve as active, contributing citizens (Shannon and Galle, 2017). For 
these reasons, PBE has been conceived as a means of working towards 
“local ecological and cultural sustainability” (Woodhouse and Knapp, 
2000, 2) and finds strong resonance within environmental and sus-
tainability studies (Semken and Brandt, 2010; Gruenewald and Smith, 
2014;). 

PBE also resonates with Indigenous philosophies of land-based 
pedagogy and experiential learning, which is a pedagogical perspec-
tive recognizing the strong connections between Indigenous people and 
the land rooted as they are in land-based systems of knowing and 
teaching (Styres et al., 2013; Tuck et al., 2014; Mashford-Pringle and 
Stewart, 2019;). Its advocates suggest that PBE has proven effective 
among Indigenous students and in intercultural contexts, as it offers 
diverse and stimulating ways of learning that value more diversity of 
thought and support various conceptual and practical skills (Riggs, 
2005; Reid, 2019). Outdoor, field-based teaching and learning envi-
ronments have shown to be useful for integrating Indigenous scientific 
knowledge into the academic curriculum and to contextualize scientific 
instructions (Riggs, 2005; Bottjer-Wilson and Bruno 2019). 

PBE has been mobilized in various disciplines but also in non- 
traditional and multidisciplinary settings to allow dialog between 
different perspectives. For example, this approach to learning was used 
in an Indigenous law course setting as a means of enabling students to 
experience legal interaction with the natural world (Borrows, 2016). In 
another case, it was implemented as a means of providing “multi-sen-
sory learning experiences that provide a contrast to traditional Western 
cognitive learning exercises” which thus enabled students’ to “feel” and 
“think” about history, “in ways that are most likely to be deemed by 
Indigenous peoples, themselves, as being, ‘culturally-responsive’” to 
place (Manning and Harrison, 2018, 71). Because of the intricate, 
multi-dimensional nature of place, the locations chosen for experiential 
teaching and learning can hardly be conceived without “making con-
nections across a ‘complex mosaic of phenomena and problems’” 
(Coker, 2017). Place is a social construct that produces different 
meanings for different people (Shannon and Galle, 2017). Place-based 
pedagogy thus encompasses multidisciplinary perspectives that 
depend on the teachers, students and participants involved. 

Because of its multidisciplinary and experimental approach, PBE 
thus challenges the conventional notion of “learn to earn” (McInerney 
et al., 2011, 5) and the related view of teaching as a unidirectional 

1 This approach is also referred to as or closely related to place-based 
teaching or learning, community-oriented schooling, and outdoor education 
(Sun et al., 2016; Deringer, 2017), or associated to concepts and pedagogies 
from other education traditions including situated pedagogy and critical 
pedagogy (McInerney et al., 2011). Greenwood has argued for a “critical 
pedagogy of place” which seeks to merge some of these approaches (2003). 
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transfer of instrumental knowledge designed to prepare students for 
society. PBE advocates highlight the shortcomings of decontextualized 
learning, centered on abstractions in classrooms, often to the exclusion 
of situated experiences. Instead, through active, place-based engage-
ment with local communities and environments, students are encour-
aged to learn about and care for the ecological and social well-being of 
their communities (McInerney et al., 2011; Deringer, 2017; Shannon 
and Galle, 2017). Considered as a potentially powerful and engaged 
pedagogical approach across disciplines and grade levels, PBE encour-
ages students to be creators of knowledge and values them as important 
members of society, capable of positively contributing to their com-
munities (Smith, 2002; Sobel, 2005). 

Overall, research indicates several positive effects of PBE, such as 
increasing student interest and motivation, strengthening attachment to 
place, and promoting strong relationships with local communities 
(Feinstein, 1999; Bottjer-Wilson and Bruno, 2019). Borrows (2016, 7) 
suggests that contextualized lessons significantly reinforce what stu-
dents have learned through more conventional casebook and classroom 
experiences: “when students learn in an embodied way, these lessons 
can be more deeply internalized.” Manning and Harrison (2018, 60) 
similarly contend that “pedagogical practices that revolve around soci-
oecological actions,” embedded in a more affective approach, can pro-
mote a sense of reciprocity that helps students connect cognitively and 
emotionally to the places they inhabit. In this sense, PBE holds trans-
formational potential that goes beyond more conventional classroom 
approaches to teaching and learning. 

However, some critics also argue that place-based learning methods 
often lack a theoretical perspective and fail to connect local experience 
with global phenomena, as well as work through more universal con-
cepts (Gruenewald, 2003; Furman and Gruenewald, 2004; Hay-
es-Conroy, 2008; Nespor, 2008; McInerney et al., 2011). By emphasizing 
local realities and experience, place-based courses might leave the 
structural factors underpinning particular empirical realities or the un-
derlying complexity of a given situation largely unexplained. 

Accordingly, place-based pedagogy can take multiple forms that 
reflect the specific academic goals for which it was designed. In the case 
of community-oriented schooling, for instance, this may involve more 
applied research and the resolution of outstanding local problems (Sun 
et al., 2016). It can also incorporate field-based learning strategies, such 
as those examined in this paper, that incorporates community meetings, 
seminars or teach-ins, and site visits in order to achieve conceptual and 
methodological learning outcomes (Semken and Brandt 2010; Israel, 
2012). In order for such courses to be more than mere travel experi-
ences, the geographical location and community context of the course 
need to be the central focus, not merely incidental. As such, the physical 
settings in which a course takes place should serve a pedagogical pur-
pose. It should notably encourage students to reflect on the different 
perspectives encountered (Adams and McGehee, 2017) and to think 
about the changes to their own learning process and outcomes through 
the overall educational experience (Galle 2017; Knapp 2008; Sun et al., 
2016). More generally, students learn differently when engaging with 
communities: they rely on a wider array of skills, senses and categories 
of information as their participation is not necessarily mediated by 
conventional means of transmitting information (Adams and McGehee, 
2017). Evaluation and assessment must, as a result, integrate a more 
open, multidisciplinary view, which can include providing students with 
an opportunity to constructively and critically reflect on their learning 
experience (Cincera et al., 2019; Hollingsworth, 2019). 

Designing a PBE curriculum is potentially more demanding than in- 
class learning. It is time-consuming to build a program that is adapted to 
community preoccupations and priorities. During field courses, the 
community becomes the source of the pedagogical material and com-
munity members momentarily act as teachers (Semken and Brandt, 
2010). Professional educators can embrace a new role in which they 
rarely lecture, but instead facilitate discussions (Adams and McGehee, 
2017). This shift allows students to comprehend with greater ease a wide 

and diverse range of information pertaining to a specific problematic, 
which would otherwise appear fragmented or difficult to grasp in a 
conventional classroom setting (Coker, 2017). This role reversal, com-
bined with the unpredictable nature of community- and field-based 
learning, may at the same time further impact on a professor’s teach-
ing strategies; for Borrows (2016, 8), “since the physical context plays a 
more active role in student learning, professors must prepare in different 
ways to attend to their student’s experiences”. 

PBE provides an especially relevant framework for postgraduate 
courses by allowing students to gain a more holistic, but also practical 
understanding of their field (Adams and McGehee, 2017 ;Coker, 2017). 
In the context of postgraduate training for research on the extractive 
industries, PBE presents particularly relevant approaches and opportu-
nities. It can enhance the often theoretical nature of postgraduate edu-
cation by generating applied research and learning opportunities. 
Extractive sites are places of dynamic social and environmental trans-
formations, layered histories of conflict and struggle, and intersections 
of local and global phenomena. As well, there is a strong tradition of 
social and natural scientific fieldwork at extractive sites (Semken and 
Brandt, 2010). PBE, in turn, can foster opportunities for students to 
consider these complexities, as highlighted in the literature, in the 
context of specific extractive landscapes and communities. The linkage 
between the particular and the more general concepts and ideas about 
the world can however prove challenging. 

3. Description of postgraduate courses in Canada and 
Fennoscandia 

PBE was the main pedagogical approach used in the organization of 
two postgraduate courses on the problematic of extractive resource 
development in northern regions. The first was organized in Canada 
while the second took place in northern Finland (and to some extent 
across the border in Sweden). Each course aimed to emphasize one 
particular facet of resource extraction in remote geographies: in Canada, 
the small-town dynamics of industrial cycles and economic booms and 
busts, and in Fennoscandia, the procedures of environmental evaluation 
prior to project development. At the end of each course, students were 
expected to have enhanced their understanding of these specific pro-
cesses (Table 1). This section briefly describes the content and general 
organization of both courses before the authors analyze and reflect on 
the contribution of PBE to these activities and, more generally, to 
postgraduate education, in the subsequent sections. 

Table 1 
Summary of expected learning outcomes from two postgraduate courses held in 
Canada and Finland (source: course syllabi).  

Students in Canada were expected to: Students in Finland were expected to:  

• learn about the characteristics of 
industrialization and 
deindustrialization processes in 
northern mining settlements, past and 
present;  

• be able to identify cumulative 
impacts from climate change and 
various land uses, present and past, 
that can occur in the Arctic;  

• learn about different explanations of 
why resource booms and busts occur;  

• gain knowledge on how 
environmental and social impact 
assessment (EIA and SIA) processes 
are conducted;  

• learn about the social, economic, 
cultural and environmental 
consequences of industrial cycles;  

• critically assess contents and 
methods for EIA and SIA in the 
context of mining developments in 
the Arctic;  

• learn about how local residents and 
different stakeholders have dealt with 
industrial change, and why.  

• have a firm understanding of the 
varying local contexts and needs to 
engage with local communities when 
assessing the possible impacts of 
extractive industries.  
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3.1. The PhD course in Canada (summer 2019) 

In 2019, the Knowledge Network on Mining Encounters and Indig-
enous Sustainable Livelihoods (MinErAL) worked in collaboration with 
the Nordic center of Excellence on Resource Extraction and Sustainable 
Arctic Communities (REXSAC) ,2 to organize a doctoral summer course 
in the Québec-Labrador iron mining region. The course was held from 
May 26 to June 4 in the northern communities of Schefferville, 
Matimekush-Lac John, Kawawachikamach, Fermont, and Labrador City 
which straddle the interprovincial border between Québec and Labrador 
(Fig. 1). This region was transformed by the industrial exploitation of 
rich iron deposits starting in the 1950s, a period which saw the begin-
nings of non-Indigenous settlements in the area. Iron mining remains the 
dominant large-scale industry of the region, in spite of a history of boom- 
and-bust cycles. Most notably, in the early 1980s, the near-collapse of 
the regional economy brought several mine closures and led to signifi-
cant outmigration from the region (Bradbury, 1984, 1985). 

Eleven Canadian and seven Nordic-country students and researchers 
took part in the doctoral summer course. The participants were from 
several fields: human and physical geography, political science, 
communication, law, tourism and environmental studies. From the 
course’s early conceptualization, place was regarded as a central 
element of the learning objectives and educational program. The main 
organizing theme was to study the past, present, and future of mining- 
dependent regions in the Canadian context of resource extraction cy-
cles. Through lectures, discussions, field visits, and meetings with 
different groups, participants sought to gain a better understanding of 
the complex issues surrounding the development and sustainability of 
northern mining towns. Professors, researchers and course organizers 
acted as facilitators in order to guide the formal and informal exchanges. 

All course participants first met in Sept-̂Iles, a regional center with a 
resource economy largely based on mining and fisheries. From there, 
they boarded the QNS&L-Tshiuetin railway and embarked on a 357-kilo-
meter, 11-hour train ride to Schefferville across the Nitassinan (Fig. 2), 
the traditional territory of the Innu Nation which overlaps the sinuous 
Québec and Labrador provincial border (Fig. 1). While it is also possible 
to travel by plane to Schefferville, the long train journey allowed the 
participants to gain a first-hand impression of the land and an appreci-
ation for both the immensity of the territory and the remoteness of the 
industrial operations and settlements. Since the train is the transport of 
choice for moving between Sept-̂Iles, Schefferville and the adjacent 
Indigenous communities, which are inaccessible by road, this also pro-
vided a unique opportunity for participants to have a glimpse of the 
lived reality of the residents of those regions (Boutet, 2010; Elligson, 
2020). During the trip, students also benefited from more formal in-
struction as part of a “rolling seminar,” during which the professors who 
accompanied the group presented on different aspects of the historical, 
political, and legal context relevant to the region and to resource 
extraction in northern and Indigenous geographies more generally.3 

The group stayed for three days in the town of Schefferville (Fig. 3), 
located next the Matimekush-Lac John Innu community and only 12 km 
west of the Naskapi village of Kawawachikamach. Participants met with 
political actors, mining representatives, community members and elders 
from each nation, as well as with the current administrator of the town 
of Schefferville. A field trip took participants to the abandoned open pit 

mines which have shaped the northern landscape since their closure in 
1982, on the way to a more formal corporate visit of a recently reopened 
mine operated by the company Tata Steel (Fig. 4). The group boarded 
together at a local lodge, which provided an ideal context for lectures 
and seminars, socializing, and informal exchanges between participants 
and community guests. These discussions brought to light the legacies 
and cumulative effects of resource extraction, often understood through 
the lens of current mining projects and ideas and visions about the future 
of the town. 

The course then moved via train and bus to Fermont, located 226 km 
south of Schefferville, for four days. During their stay, the group visited 
both Fermont and Labrador City. While these two towns are separated 
by 30 km and located in two different provinces (Québec and Labrador), 
they were similarly built as mining settlements to house mining workers 
from the south in the 1960s. However, while mining development re-
mains central to the existence of both places, they experienced similar, 
but also quite distinct development trajectories. 

Both Fermont and Labrador City saw a major mining boom in the 
beginning of the 2010s which led to the establishment of major new 
extraction projects. These developments have put pressure on both 
municipalities, which notably had to deal with a rapid population influx. 
While mining companies in Fermont remain the main property owners, 
Labrador City has a more diversified real estate market. If Rio Tinto and 
its predecessor (Iron Ore Company of Canada) have had a longstanding 
presence in Labrador City, by contrast Fermont has had to contend with 
a greater diversity of corporate actors and projects throughout the years. 
These divergences and commonalities were explored through meetings 
with town citizens and officials, as well as company representatives, in 
addition to visits of the operating Mont Wright mine site near Fermont 
and Rio Tinto’s Operational Logistics Optimization center (a remote 
operation facility) in Labrador City. Similar to Schefferville, each site 
offered different perspectives on the ways and extent to which the re-
gion’s mining history continues to shape current socioeconomic and 
physical conditions, as well as visions for the future of these places and 
communities. 

The final day of the summer school was spent in Quebec City, where 
the group undertook a reflexive and critical consideration of their 
learning experience and discussed ideas about how to integrate and 
mobilize this newly gained knowledge into their academic activities. At 
the end of the class, the students were evaluated on their participation 
and fieldwork diary and produced an essay on a specific topic of their 
choice related to the course. 

3.2. The PhD course in Finland and Sweden (fall 2019) 

The five-day doctoral course in Finland from 21 to 25 October 2019 
was the last in a series of four courses organized by the Resource 
Extraction and Sustainable Arctic Communities (REXSAC) network, 
which included graduate training as part of its mandated activities. The 
overall objective of the course was for doctoral students to gain a better 
understanding of how cumulative effects from climate change and 
various forms of land uses, past and present, affect environments and 
communities in the Arctic, especially in Finnish Lapland. Thirteen 
doctoral students as well as six researchers participated, several of 
whom previously took part in the Canadian field course. The partici-
pants were all based at Nordic institutions with the exception of one 
researcher who came from Australia. 

Participants first convened at the University of Oulu where the main 
course organizers were based (Fig. 5). Together, the group spent the first 
morning discussing the laws and regulations surrounding the environ-
mental assessment process, environmental licensing and monitoring, 
and water management in the mining industry in Finland. Following this 
set of introductory lectures, the group undertook its first field visit to the 
Kemi Chromium mine, where they interacted with company represen-
tatives and visited the underground operations. The rest of the day was 
dedicated to driving up long distances north along the Tornio River that 

2 MinErAL is an international research network based at Université Laval and 
funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC), 
working primarily on the impacts of mining developments in communities in 
Canada, Scandinavia, Australia and New Caledonia. REXSAC is a Nordic Centre 
of Excellence funded by Nordforsk and interested in questions of development 
and sustainability of Arctic communities.  

3 This strategy actually recapitulated the use of the train as a teaching venue 
by professors from McGill University, who ran field courses at the research 
station in Schefferville in the 1960s and 1970s (Adams, 2014). 
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marks the border between Sweden and Finland in this region of Lapland. 
After a 5-hour bus trip, the group arrived at the village of Äkäslompolo 
in the municipality of Kolari where participants settled in for the week. 

As with the previously described activity in Canada, the geographical 
choice for this doctoral course was purposeful. The region of Kolari is an 
area of both historical and contemporary land-use conflicts around 
mineral extraction (Lépy et al., 2018; Similä and Jokinen, 2018). The 
1930s saw the emergence of tourism in the municipality; by the 1960s 
the region started to become more industrial with the opening of Rau-
tuvaara and Hannukainen iron ore mines. By the end of the 1980s, all 
the region’s mines were closed. Meanwhile, the tourism industry of Ylläs 
resort center grew rapidly to become one of the top tourist destinations 

in Finland. The permitting procedure to reopen and extend Hannukai-
nen iron mine is currently ongoing, with potential consequences for 
other land users. The targeted mining site is situated eight kilometres 
from the Ylläs resort center. If it eventually opens, the mine will also 
greatly affect reindeer herders – both Sámi and non-Sámi4 – active in the 
area (Similä and Jokinen, 2018). In addition, there are two other 

Fig. 1. Location of map of the different sites visited during the doctoral course in Northern Quebec.  

4 In Finland, both Sámi and non-Sámi people are entitled to own reindeer and 
practice reindeer husbandry while in Sweden and Norway reindeer herding is 
regulated by the Reindeer Husbandry Act that secures it as an exclusive rightfor 
the Sámi people. 
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operating mines in the vicinity (Kaunisvaara mine in Pajala, Sweden, 
and Kittilä mine, Finland) whose impacts affect the same 
socio-ecological system. The idea of the course was therefore to engage 
with a wide variety of stakeholders in order to get different viewpoints 
on the regional mining development and the cumulative pressures that 
result from multiple land use. 

The course curriculum was built largely around field visits and 
meetings with the main actors involved in different land conflicts, 
including tourism entrepreneurs, a member of the municipal council, the 
leader of the reindeer herding cooperative of Muonio, and some mining 
company representatives. Researchers with regional expertise on 

different land use practices and on various regulating, licensing, and 
environmental and social impact assessment processes offered addi-
tional presentations. The group also visited important tourism destina-
tions including the ski center of Ylläs, the Pallas-Yllästunturi National 
Park, one of the reindeer round-up areas of the herding cooperative 
located near the proposed Hannukainen mine (Fig. 6), and three other 
mining sites including Kaunis Iron in Pajala (Fig. 7). 

During their stay in Äkäslompolo, students were asked to apply the 
first-hand knowledge gained through the field activities to the study of 
several environmental impact assessment cases from different regions of 
the Arctic (Canada, Greenland, Norway, Sweden and Finland). These 

Fig. 2. Map of the Tshiuetin railway used during the course (www.tshiuetin.net).  
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learnings were then revisited in a final course project which critically 
examined the literature and current issues in impact assessment practice 
as it specifically applies to the context of northern mining developments. 

Fig. 3. The arrival in Schefferville, Canada (Photo: Karen Bouchard).  

Fig. 4. Visit of the Tata Steel Mining Facilities, Canada (Photo: Thierry Rodon).  
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4. Course assessments and reflections 

4.1. Methods 

In order to assess the quality and impact of the two courses, the 
authors solicited qualitative feedback contributions from the course 
participants. The main organizers of the courses analyzed their own 
experience by reflecting on the logistical and pedagogical challenges of 
carrying out these field activities (Section 4.2). 

The authors of this paper also conducted a survey with the partici-
pants in order to gather their perspectives and help reflect more broadly 
on the course. The survey was conducted between June and July 2019 
for the participants of the summer course in Canada and between March 
and April 2020 for the participants of the course in Fennoscandia. The 
surveys were anonymous and included three questions: 1) What aspects 
of the course were most valuable and why?; 2) What could be improved 
and/or added for the next course?; and 3) What advice would you give to 

future students of this course? Ten of the 18 participants who attended 
the summer school in Canada and 12 of the 19 participants in Fenno-
scandia took part in the survey. The authors analyzed the results and 
summarized the participants’ feedback in Section 4.3. 

4.2. Examining the organization process: insights from the course 
organizers 

Developing and delivering a PBE experience entails considerable 
effort in ensuring the curriculum provides opportunities for direct en-
gagements with local communities. Organizers in both regions 
encountered several challenges in doing so, but also developed new 
opportunities in the process of designing the course curriculum and 
delivering the program. Adapting to last-minute changes on the ground 
represented the greatest logistical challenge, while the difficulty of 
organizing a course in a remote region required particular attention, 
especially for the Canadian group. 

Fig. 5. Location of map if the different sites visited during the doctoral course in Finland and Sweden.  
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One of the first challenges encountered concerned the theoretical 
aspect of the course. A long list of background readings and introductory 
lectures were provided on themes related to extractive industries and 
Indigenous rights in Québec-Labrador, northern Canada, and the Arctic. 
While the lectures allowed participants to explore different issues in a 
grounded, yet interdisciplinary way, it was a lot to absorb for partici-
pants of varying backgrounds. Furthermore, it was at times difficult to 
maintain a clear connection between formal learning tools and in- 
community course experiences. The Fennoscandian organizers 
managed this issue by maintaining a tighter thematic focus on cumu-
lative impacts and environmental assessments, while asking participants 
to integrate and digest information with hands-on group projects as the 
course moved along. 

In Canada, shaping the course remotely meant that it was harder to 
establish strong relationship with the communities in advance. It was 
particularly difficult to confirm field visits and speaker participation 
well ahead of time. In order to help with last-minute logistics and 

programming, the organizers arrived in Schefferville four days before 
the beginning of the course, though even that proved to be a very tight 
timeline. Challenges associated with local political events also arose. An 
election campaign for band council was taking place in Matimekosh-Lac 
John and the band council had just decided to suspend its activities, 
notably because mining issues were creating much public debates and 
discussions. It meant that interacting with our visiting group, whose 
main interest had to do with the mine, was politically sensitive for some 
political candidates. Furthermore, tensions had recently emerged be-
tween Tata Steel and the Indigenous communities in part due to a 
controversy over alleged water pollution from the mine, an issue that 
erupted in the media as the organizers arrived in Schefferville.5 Due to 
these public anxieties, it was unknown until the last minute, for 
example, whether the group would even be allowed in for a visit of the 

Fig. 6. Meeting with the leader of the reindeer herding cooperative in a reindeer separation corral nearby the Hannukainen mining site, Finland (Photo: Élise Lépy).  

Fig. 7. Participants in the Fennoscandian course visit the Kaunis Iron mine in Pajala, Sweden (Photo: Jean-Sébastien Boutet).  

5 See, e.g., Djavan Habel-Thurton, “Le conseil innu de Matimekush s’alarme 
des rejets de Tata Steel,” 27 May 2019, ici.radio-canada.ca. 
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Tata Steel mine. The participation of certain community members, 
representatives or political leaders also had to be carefully navigated or 
canceled. 

In Finland, tensions around the reopening of Hannukainen iron mine 
were perceptible but did not hinder the smooth running of the course 
organization. In fact, a couple of weeks before the beginning of the 
course, protests against the reopening and extension of the mine gath-
ered a significant number of signatures from all over the country, while 
the mining company, Hannukainen Mining Oy, awaited its environ-
mental permit. During the field course, protests were visible, for 
example, in the form of maps and scientific posters made for the general 
audience at the entrance of the biggest shop of the village of 
Äkäslompolo. Despite these tensions, the group was able to discuss with 
both parties, i.e. with mining representatives and with some of the 
protesters. 

Overall, relationships and trust building were key elements for suc-
cess but also the limitations of the course experience in Canada and 
Fennoscandia. Pre-existing connections between research networks and 
some of the speakers met helped to secure participation in the project, 
especially given that a lot of preparation work could not be done in 
person. On the other hand, connections with some Indigenous or local 
community members were less established and harder to build from a 
distance, and in those cases our presence on the ground as course or-
ganizers proved to be critical even if not comprehensive enough. 

Organizers of both courses found it challenging to line up course 
theory and overall learning objectives with the shifting reality on the 
ground. One issue had to do with ensuring that a variety of speakers 
from the community, corporate, government, and academic sectors were 
represented in order to enrich the training experience and maintain 
interest from participants. They had to make sure that each speaker met 
and each organized tour or activity could contribute complementary 
information or insight, in order to avoid redundancy. For example, many 
mining companies are used to providing a standard corporate presen-
tation and open pit or underground mine tours to visitors. While they 
were generally happy to contribute to the course, the organizers had to 
discuss with the companies the possibility of including activities that 
were more relevant to the course themes, such as visiting fly-in, fly-out 
worker facilities, touring the mining automation centres, or meeting 
with community relations specialists. 

Furthermore, particularly in the Canadian context, it was important 
for the organizers that the participants were able to learn from Indige-
nous and non-Indigenous knowledge and perspectives. This was in line 
with one of the main course objective: mainly that the students relate the 
many points of view, visions and interests of different actors. For 
example, the history of the Schefferville region was told not only by the 
mayor of the town, but also by stories told by Innu elders and leaders 
from Matimekush-Lac John. In Finland, while Indigeneity played less of 
a role in terms of determining inclusivity and representation, organizers 
emphasized the participation of reindeer herders whose traditional 
livelihoods were discussed in the course teachings. Their contributions 
helped participants enrich their understanding of the different regions’ 
mining history, as well as to access the different perspectives and 
knowledge on the matter of historical and contemporary resource 
development. 

These place-based experiences offered the organizers opportunities 
to forge new ties with the communities, companies, and municipal 
leaders encountered during the course. It notably allowed some in-
dividuals and organizations who intervened in the courses to share their 
realities and experiences with the group and discuss their own research 
priorities. These meetings help forged new research collaborations. 
Some exchanges with the Indigenous communities of Matimekush-Lac 
John and Kawawachimach have, for example, served to strengthen 
partnerships with the MinErAL Network and doctoral students who are 
working on their dissertation projects in the region. Ultimately, the 
courses fulfilled their goals of offering participants a chance to see and 
experience aspects of northern resource extraction activities which are 

frequently hidden, giving a rare glimpse of the complex and less 
accessible world of mine-community relations in remote locations. The 
diversity of actors encountered allowed for a rich exposure to the topic 
of industrial cycles, cumulative impacts, and resource-dependent com-
munities. It also gave the participants a chance to critically engage with 
a broad spectrum of perspectives regarding mining as a form of eco-
nomic development for northern regions. 

4.3. Assessing the outcomes of pbe in a graduate context through the 
participants’ feedback 

The participant survey gathered different perspectives on the cour-
ses, from formats and logistics to learning outcomes. Though the courses 
were organized somewhat differently, participants from both Canada 
and Fennoscandia reported most positively on educational aspects 
related to encounters with place and the many opportunities for human 
interactions. In fact, all survey participants highlighted in one way or 
another this element as one of the main positive components or out-
comes of their experience. The location of the courses allowed for a 
“more profound understanding of the issues than simply reading about 
it” (Canada 1), one that “could not be gained without attending” in 
person (Fennoscandia 4) .6 Similarly, “meetings with various stake-
holders on the same (or similar) topics […] help to understand the 
complexity much better” (Canada 4). The time spent in communities 
interacting with different actors enabled participants to grasp the 
complex problematic related to mineral development in resource towns 
and the multiple perspectives existing within the same communities 
(Canada 1, 3, 5, 8; Fennoscandia 2, 11). Other activities provided 
“fascinating,” behind-the-scene type of access to different sites, 
including the opportunity to peer into “the internal cultural politics of 
mining companies” and observe “how they communicate the positives 
(and negatives) of their industry” (Fennoscandia 5, 7). Field visits pro-
vided a “chance to talk with different peoples” (Fennoscandia 6) and 
helped forge new connections and establish networks (Fennoscandia 2); 
thus, learning directly from people’s lived experiences rather than from 
books contributed in a way to “humanize” mining (Canada 9). “Beyond 
the intellectual pursuit,” this pedagogy even helped to “create an 
emotional connection which will endure beyond the course and moti-
vate [the participants] in [their] own work” (Fennoscandia 12). 

In order to prepare for and complement the placed-based course 
experience, participants were required to work through an exhaustive 
reading list for the Canadian field course and one that was much reduced 
in size and more thematically focused for the Fennoscandian one. In 
both courses, more formal presentations and seminar discussions also 
contributed to introduce key concepts and contextually situate the 
grounded experience. Several students appreciated and found produc-
tive this combination of pedagogical approaches (Fennoscandia 1, 7, 8, 
9, 10, 11, 12), where “first-hand accounts” gave “an opportunity to 
reflect upon the lectures in depth” and vice versa (Fennoscandia 1), thus 
providing “added value” (Fennoscandia 8). At least four participants 
from the Canadian course found that the reading list was a very helpful 
tool to grasp the context “which helped to discover sites and engage with 
stakeholders” (Canada 3). One participant explained that, more gener-
ally, this combination of hands-on and traditional methods “is what 
[they] appreciate the most with field-based courses” (Fennoscandia 8). 

On the other hand, for some participants, a brief contextualization 
was still lacking, especially for those who travelled internationally and 
were suddenly parachuted into unfamiliar settings. Canadian settler 
colonial relations were particularly hard to grasp on such short notice 
(Canada 1, 2, 4), and the introductory rolling seminar aboard the train 
did not offer the best learning environment to quickly appreciate this 

6 The survey participants are referred to anonymously using the location of 
the course (Canada or Fennoscandia) and a number which was randomly assign 
to a participant’s survey response. 
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reality (Canada 1). Here, an introductory meeting and even mandatory 
preparatory exercises, with a more focused reading list and problems, 
would have helped better prepare participants with questions or field 
methodologies well in advance (Canada 3, 5, 6, 9; Fennoscandia 5, 6, 8, 
9, 10, 11). Furthermore, more regular interventions from accompanying 
researchers and professors throughout the course would have helped 
guide participants through the diversity and difficulty of the issues 
(Canada 6, 9). 

The intimate group setting where participants shared living space 
and held seminar discussions and guest talks, sometimes improvised, 
was a special part of both experiences. Students enrolled in the Canadian 
course (6 out of 10 respondents) especially emphasized the group at-
mosphere and the social bond that developed among them. It enabled 
exciting and insightful discussions with other members of the groups, 
allowing the participant to develop their network (Canada 2, 5, 7, 9; 
Fennoscandia 9). It was also a unique occasion to have conversations 
with people from other regions of the world with “different research 
backgrounds” who could “exchange on […] different perceptions in a 
more ‘instinctive’ multidisciplinary approach” and might potentially 
even lead to new “meaningful research collaborations” or ideas (Canada 
7, 9). 

The interdisciplinary character of place-based pedagogy also seemed 
well-appreciated, but proved challenging. For some, better mobilization 
of each participant and instructor’s domain of disciplinary expertise 
could have fostered a better interdisciplinary experience (Canada 1). In 
Fennoscandia, several participants described that the already good 
spectrum of speaker representation could have been even more 
widened, and respondents showed contradictory opinions on the areas 
of scholarship and technical level used throughout the course (Fenno-
scandia 1, 2, 8, 10). These responses provide important insight into the 
difficulty of satisfying each student’s personal learning goals in such a 
wide-ranging topic and field-based setting. In Canada, individuals with 
expertise and interest in natural sciences felt especially under- 
represented in the choice of learning approaches and activities (Can-
ada 2, 4). Group work involving students from various disciplines could 
have helped overcome these weaknesses (Canada 3, 10), an approach 
that was adopted and indeed viewed favourably in the Lapland course 
(Fennoscandia 2, 6, 11), during which interacting with researchers 
whose “research areas are not directly related to [the areas of some of 
the participants]” helped “lift the way [participants] are thinking about 
[their] own research” (Fennoscandia 4). 

Finally, the language component was experienced as a barrier to 
learning in the case of the Canadian field course (Canada 1, 4). For in-
ternational participants who were not comfortable in French,7 much was 
lost in translation especially in those cases that necessitated a double 
simultaneous translation (from Innu-aimun to French followed by 
French to English). This was especially hard to sustain over the entire 
course, which was also judged to be too long and provided too much 
information with not enough free time for some (Canada 2, 7). In Fen-
noscandia, organizers addressed these problems by ensuring that all 
presentations were delivered in English and by shortening the course, so 
that participants generally did not perceive the course intensity as a 
negative element (Fennoscandia 5, 9). 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

Based on two case studies, this article highlights a number of ad-
vantages and challenges of PBE for postgraduate social sciences courses, 
in particular related to northern resource extraction. Notably, the field 
courses allowed participants to connect with the places and their resi-
dents in productive and enriching ways, which would not have been 

possible in a class environment. By placing the settings (and commu-
nities) at the heart of the learning experience, these courses provided 
fertile grounds for critical thinking and reflexivity among participants. 
The groups’ international and multidisciplinary composition also 
enabled comparative analyses by facilitating connections between local 
realities and global phenomena. In spite of these contributions, several 
challenges were also noted, such as the need to further reciprocity of the 
experience with Indigenous and local communities; as well as the dif-
ficulty of linking theory and practice and of adopting truly multidisci-
plinary approaches across several fields of study. 

The first positive outcome of the PBE approach used was the central 
connection between participants and place. As suggested in the litera-
ture (e.g., Bottjer-Wilson and Bruno, 2019), the local peoples, commu-
nities, lands and landscapes encountered were incorporated as central 
elements in both courses. As these courses mainly focused on the effects 
of mineral developments and multiple land uses on the nearby com-
munities, visiting these places and interacting with their residents 
allowed participants to grasp how their social and environmental ge-
ographies and perspectives affect mining encounters across different 
regions. Since mining projects in Canada and Fennoscandia often take 
place in remote regions, far from population and service centres, 
extractive development disproportionately impacts northern and 
Indigenous communities in multiple and complex ways (Horowitz et al., 
2018). Thus, from a social science perspective, engaging with mining 
sites and communities revealed the profound socioeconomic and envi-
ronmental transformations brought about by industry. 

In addition to the field settings, the local actors who took part in 
these courses also played a central role in their success. Interactions 
between practitioners, community residents and participants were 
critical in understanding how mining affects a community’s past and 
present while also shaping its future. In the Canadian context especially, 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives were offered so as to allow 
students to compare perspective. As argued by Riggs (2005, 298), by 
listening to Indigenous voices, PBE allowed to contextualize Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous perspective within the larger geographic context. 
Overall, the interactions with diverse peoples and places offered a 
uniquely insightful learning experience to the course participants 
compared with more traditional classroom settings. 

These courses’ place-based approach positioned participating stu-
dents as the co-creators of knowledge, along with instructors and or-
ganizers who helped to facilitate discussions and guide their overall 
learning experience (Adams and McGehee, 2017). For example, during 
the Canadian and Fennoscandian courses, participants did not only 
attend discussions and asked questions of local stakeholders, but also 
shared their own experiences and often presented and explained key 
concepts or different contextual elements to other fellow participants. 
Field experiences and discussions with community members and other 
actors allowed participants to investigate a variety of topics linked to 
their fields of expertise and interests. In so doing, they enriched their 
understandings of their own doctoral research projects on extractive 
industries, while broadening their knowledge of comparable sites and 
circumstances. Indeed, through contributions to this journal’s special 
issue (including this article), participants mobilized these experiences in 
order to gain valuable practice in research and writing for an academic 
audience. 

Furthermore, the two field courses provided an opportunity for many 
Fennoscandian and Canadian participants to interact with their peers 
from other disciplines and from different parts of the world, contributing 
to the development of future scientific collaborations. Comparative 
analyses and arguments would sometimes spontaneously emerge from 
such rich encounters and exchanges. Thus, the courses were successful in 
enabling participants to link local realities to global phenomena by 
fostering constructive dialogues between participants from different 
fields and regions of the world. However, as noted in the literature 
(Gruenewald, 2003; Furman and Gruenewald, 2004; Hayes-Conroy, 
2008; Nespor, 2008; McInerney et al., 2011), global perspectives as well 

7 In many parts of rural Québec, the settler population is unilingual franco-
phone. However, many Indigenous residents speak both their native languages 
as well as French and/or English. 
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as engagement with more theoretical concepts were not straightfor-
wardly adapted to the local realities met in the field. And, while mul-
tidisciplinarity is discussed as one of the key advantages of PBE 
(Ormond, 2013; Shannon and Galle, 2017), it proved challenging to 
incorporate, especially in the Canadian context. The courses remained 
largely grounded in social sciences with few contributions from the 
natural sciences, an element duly criticized by the course participants. 
Additional work would be required to fully integrate those elements of 
reflections into the course curriculum. 

However, the organization of these activities also led to important 
insights about the place and the role of the organizers, as external actors 
who are initiating activities on Indigenous lands. Extractive de-
velopments typically occur near Indigenous communities or on Indige-
nous territories and developing field curricula in what are often settler 
colonial contexts poses several questions and challenges. PBE can be 
useful for bringing in Indigenous knowledge into the academic curric-
ulum (Semken et al., 2017; Bottjer-Wilson and Bruno, 2019;). However, 
to successfully do so, organizers, teachers and learners must also adopt a 
reflexive stance and work towards building trust and reciprocity with 
the communities with whom they work, particularly as non-Indigenous 
teachers and learners. It is important to reflect on how these types of 
courses can go beyond just the ‘extraction’ of knowledge and engage in a 
more reciprocal relation that also seeks to stand with the local com-
munities. Explicitly outlining goals when seeking local consent can be a 
way of acknowledging and respecting Indigenous peoples’ rights. While 
in our case the exchanges allowed for new research partnerships to be 
generated, we ask ourselves if, for similar future courses, more could be 
done in terms of collaboration, for example by involving more local 
researchers and participants at an earlier stage of the course design. 

These reflections are particularly important in the current context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, as interacting with places and communities in 
northern regions has suddenly become much less accessible. With na-
tional and international travel restrictions introduced to contain the 
spread of the virus, particularly among Indigenous and remote com-
munities (Bernauer and Slowey 2020; Bainton et al., 2020; Mene-
ses-Navarro et al., 2020), it is particularly important to reflect on ways 
to rethink knowledge exchange between researchers, students, and local 
and Indigenous communities. How can courses undertaken in a remote 
setting offer an immersive academic experience; connect people to place 
in a meaningful way; expose the multi-faceted realities underlying 
complex social problems; and build reciprocal relationships from a 
distance? In other words, how can we (re)create a sense of place from 
afar? 

Considering both doctoral courses, PBE appears particularly relevant 
and well suited for studying mining development at a postgraduate 
level. In our cases, PBE allowed participating students to grasp how 
extractive industries transformed the lived environments and impacted 
on the livelihoods of local Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities. 
The groups’ heterogeneity, as well as the diversity of presentations 
offered by the local experts provided diverse and multidisciplinary 
perspectives of the benefits, risks and disadvantages of extractive 
development. The international background of the participants facili-
tated to an extent comparative analyses that sought to bridge the local 
impacts of large-scale mining to the global context within which the 
industry operates and moves about. However, difficulties remained, 
including the integration of more theoretical elements to thecourse 
curriculum, as well as the challenge of mobilizing the rich multidisci-
plinary perspectives brought on by the participants. Nonetheless, PBE 
provided an effective tool for studying issues related to mining devel-
opment, raising both awareness of its complexity and of the importance 
to value local experiences and Indigenous knowledge. Future post-
graduate PBE courses should carefully plan for providing contextual and 
theoretical learning in advance (as well as during) the field portion of 
the course, actively foster exchanges of in-course experiences, as well as 
consider and determine adequate knowledge sharing opportunities, 
especially in collaboration with Indigenous communities. 
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Québec-Labrador Iron Ore Mining Region. Cahiers de géographie du Québec 29 (78), 
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