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Stir 13 - Learning from Sense of Place 

 

The offer  

A day of wide-ranging and stimulating discussion based on the theme of Sense of 

Place.  

Invitations 

Invitations were sent to people who could bring complementary perspectives to 

this wide-ranging topic.  

We expected these outcomes  

• Answers to your questions about Sense of Place 

• Even more questions about Sense of Place 

• Other things we learn from each other 

 

1 Background to the Stir13 Seminar  

Learning from Sense of Place, 4 April 2013 
 

This seminar was planned and organised by Stirring Learning, a small organisation committed to 

'promoting inspirational learning opportunities for adults through delivery of high quality courses, 

events and publications'.  

Stir13 - Learning from Sense of Place was the first of a series of annual events providing 

opportunities for professionals and individuals to share their diverse perspectives on a common 

theme and then to seek to identify how this richer understanding can contribute to new and 

inspiring approaches to learning. 

We also hoped that the event would contribute to national and transnational policy and practice by 

opening debates and supporting the development of innovative regional, national and trans-national 

strategies. 

This report sets out to capture just some of the energy and debate around 'Learning from Sense of 

Place' at Stir 13 and in the subsequent discussion and online survey.    
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The Seminar Participants  

Participants came from a wide variety of professional and personal backgrounds to share how sense 

of place and the notion of ‘topophilia’ impacts on their own work and personal life.   

This list shows just some of the interests and professional perspectives that were represented: 

 Music Teaching 

 Literature (an English perspective) 

 Literature (a German perspective) 

 Sustainable tourism 

 National Park Policy 

 2D Art 

 Individual country lover 

 Adult Education management 

 Teacher Education 

 Educational Research 

 Architecture 

 Post Graduate research into relationship between place and sound   

 Film Making. 

 

Defining Sense of Place 

Our experience throughout the preparation and delivery of Stir13 has been that people have found 

the concept of Sense of Place initially quite difficult to grasp, but after only a small amount of 

exploration everyone had a great deal to say, usually revealing quite passionate reactions to places 

with very personal associations. 

Whilst all participants arrived with their own notion of 'Sense of Place ' many participants remarked 

that the idea was initially tough to mutually define. To help to focus thinking we considered a few 

definitions from different academic disciplines and they illustrate how the concept is open to 

different interpretations.  

The Environmental Psychologist Fritz Steele focuses on individual emotions and talks of,  "the 

particular experience of a person in a particular setting (feeling stimulated, excited, joyous, 

expansive, and so forth)”. However, Anthropologist Seth Lowa points to the importance of: ”he 

symbolic relationship formed by people giving culturally shared emotional/affective meanings to a 

particular space”.  

John Brikerhoff has taken a view from Landscape Architecture and suggests,  "A sense of place is 

something that we ourselves create in the course of time. It is the result of habit or custom.... A 

sense of place is reinforced by what might be called a sense of recurring events. “1 

                                                           
1 All referenced in Cross JE  (2001) What is Sense of Place? Colorado State University 
http://lamar.colostate.edu/~jecross/pdf/presentations/Sense_of_Place_Cross_2001.pdf 

http://lamar.colostate.edu/~jecross/pdf/presentations/Sense_of_Place_Cross_2001.pdf
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The Programme 

 

1) Initial setting of aims and methods of working 

2) Introductions and setting individual aims  

3) Brief over-view of some research and literature on Sense of Place 

4) Small Group exercise in which we explored elements of place 

5) Coffee Break 

6) Short sharp inputs using the Pecha Kucha1 format to provide a perspective 

from: 

 architecture 

 literature 

 music 

 film 

 tourism   

7) A locally sourced lunch introduced as a 'Taste of Derbyshire'  

 

8) 'Walking and talking' during which the themes were discussed informally 

and an opportunity was taken to delve more deeply into the poetry of place 

through some woodland readings. 

 

 9) In the final reflection session the group tried to draw together common 

themes from the day.  

The 'T Word' - Topophilia 

Central to this study of place is this concept of 'topophilia’, from the Greek for 'love of place'.  It 

appears to have been first used by WH Auden to describe the poetry of John Betjeman. 

“Topophilia differs from the farmer’s love of his home soil and the litterateur’s fussy regional 

patriotism in that it is not possessive or limited to any one locality; the practical topophil can 

operate in a district he has never visited before. On the other hand, it has little in common 

with nature-love. Wild or unhumanised nature holds no charms for the average topophil 

because it is lacking in history; (the exception which proves the rule is the geological 

topophil). At the same time, though history manifested by objects is essential, the quantity of 

the history and the quality of the object are irrelevant; a branch railroad is as valuable as a 

Roman wall, a new Tudor teashop as interesting as a Gothic cathedral. America is so big, the 

countryside not actually under cultivation so wild, that the automobile is essential to 

movement. Topophilia, however, cannot survive at velocities greater than that of a 

somewhat rusty bicycle. (hence Betjeman’s obsession with that vehicle). “ 
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Topophilia is the 'affective bond between 

people and place or setting' 

Yi Fu Tuan  

 

Whilst the notion that the only way to see the world is from the saddle of a rusty bicycle is quaintly 

attractive, others have taken a less tightly defined definition for Topophilia and the term has been 

much more widely used in work growing from the research of Chinese American geographer Yi Fu 

Tuan. Tuan defined Topophilia as the 'affective bond between people and place or setting ' but he 

warns whilst it is 'Diffuse as concept …' it is also 'Vivid and concrete as personal experience'2.  Indeed 

unlike Auden, this definition certainly recognises the importance of wilderness and certainly 

acknowledges the way that familiarity with a place of residence over time develops into 'rootedness' 

and again, unlike Auden, this would include 'farmer's love of his home soil'.        

 

 

The discussion at Stir13 confirmed the very diffuse nature of the concept and indeed the terms 

‘topophilia’ and ‘Sense of Place ' were often used interchangeably.   

Tuan's initial publication, 'Topophilia' provided a helpful framework for initial discussion and one 

early exercise in the Stir13 seminar involved small groups working on examining how delegates 

chose to describe places of great importance to them.  

 

  

                                                           
2
 Tuan Yi-Fu (1974), Topophilia 
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2 Place is Personal 
 

One sure outcome of any discussion of this topic is that participants will be eager to share their 

personal experiences of special places.  

At the Stir13 seminar we arranged an exercise where all participants could talk to a partner about 

one special place and a third observer was appointed to note how places were described. For this we 

selected some aspects of place that Tuan has studied including: Human senses, colour, the classic 

elements, people, events and cultural 

references, the natural world and items of the 

built environment.     

We then aggregated the results and showed 

them graphically.  This was not because they 

would be scientifically representative in any 

way, but in order to stimulate a second phase 

of discussion within the group.   

 

The summary results are given here and tools for conducting a similar exercise are available in 

Appendix 1.  

Chart 1: The numbers of times each of these features were cited by seminar participants when 

talking about their own special places.  
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Senses 

As predicted by many, sight was the dominant sense quoted (there were no blind or deaf 

participants), but when results were reported back for discussion there was some surprise that taste 

featured more frequently than hearing or smell. 

Colour 

Colour was reported surprisingly little in the Stir13 discussion with blue appearing three times and 

with orange, green and grey appearing once each. 

Flora and Fauna 

Amongst flora, trees very clearly made the biggest impact on the delegates and the only fauna 

mentioned at all were birds. 

Classical Elements (Earth, Air, Fire and Water)  

These actually played a larger part in the discussions than natural living things, with water being the 

most frequently cited element, mentioned by half of all participants. 

Cultural References 

Whilst literature, painting and music were hardly referenced at all, participants did refer frequently 

to cultural expressions, and on two occasions spiritual or sacred qualities of places were recorded. 

People 

The people most frequently referenced were current inhabitants, but visitors and people from 

earlier times were also discussed. 

Events 

Specific events associated with places had seven references in total with personal experiences 

appearing more often than public events. 

Whilst these results may, initially, suggest a group of people with a fascination with water, trees, 

buildings and transport routes, they rather more usefully illustrate the complex set of features and 

experiences which goes to make that 'affective bond between people and place or setting' that Tuan 

has called ‘Topophilia’. 

Compressing Time and Space 

Karl Marx has warned of industrialisation leading to ''the annihilation of space by time”3 and 

Geographer David Harvey coined the term 'time space compression' to describe the way that the 

arrival of new means of communication have reduced the effective distance in time between places.    

Two historical periods have been identified in which significant time–space compression occurred. 

These are the mid-19th century to the beginnings of the First World War, and the end of the 20th 

                                                           
3
 Marx K, (1858) The Grundrisse NOTEBOOK V 
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century and early 21st century. We have most recently seen an explosion in low cost global 

electronic communication as well as significant increase in world travel. This leads to comments 

amongst people undertaking transnational work, such as 'It just doesn't matter where you are'. 

In fact, the clear message from Stir13 seminar was that it certainly does matter where you are, but 

what matters about place may well be changing for us all as whilst we shop and communicate in 

cyberspace the strictly functional aspects of place become less important while the need to make 

aesthetic and social connection with place grows.   

Built Environments 

The figures shown above indicate how delegates gave high significance to the built environment 

when discussing places of importance to them. This did include some description of specific building 

and settlements patterns but was more frequently associated with the character of specific 

communities on those settlements.  

Natural World 

Developing a deeper understanding of the relationship between people and the natural world was 

an important element in the original plan for the Stir13 seminar and it was something of a surprise 

to discover how far the initial interest of participants focussed on the built environment and not the 

natural world. However, the natural world was not absent from discussion with a particular focus on 

the role of water and trees in the environment.   

In looking at the concept of wilderness, we looked specifically at the way that mountains have been 

considered.  Tuan outline the changes in approaches to mountain areas,   

Joshua Poole published the English Parnassus, or, a ‘Helpe to English Poesie’ in 1657 as an aid to 

poets suggesting suitable descriptive words. The section on mountains offers us 16 negative words 

associated with mountains but only 2 neutral and 2 positive words.  This reveals the 17th-century 

attitude to mountains as dangerous, commercially unproductive and theologically unsound 

(according to scripture mountains only appeared after Adam and Eve’s expulsion from Eden). This 

attitude was to change radically with the fashion for picturesque tourism seeking out wild rocky 

scenery, and the poetry of Wordsworth and his fellow Romantics which celebrated mountainous 

landscapes. This is thus a good example of how a ‘Sense of Place ’ can change through both social 

and personal factors.  
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Table 1: Descriptions of mountains  

 

English Parnassus, or, a 'Helpe to English Poesie'4  (1657)  
 

Words suggested to describe mountains. 
 

Negative Neutral Positive 

Insolent 
Surly 
Ambitious 
Barren 
Sky-threatening 
Supercilious 
Desert 
Uncouth 
Inhospitable 
Freezing 
Infruitful  
Crump-shouldered 
Unfrequented 
Forsaken 
Melancholy 
Pathless 

Rocky 
Craggy 
 

Stately 
Star-brushing 
 

 

Protected environments  

The concept of national parks was originally championed by the Scottish emigré to the US, John 

Muir, and this set a world-wide movement to designate protected areas. National Parks were 

established in England and Wales by an act of parliament in 1949, and more recently in Scotland, 

and the movement has also established a precedent for other forms of protected status to places 

that have real significance. 

The Stir13 seminar took place only 4 kms from the boundary of the Peak District National Park and 

on the edge of the Derwent Valley World Heritage site.   The public definition of 'special places' 

deserving of protection, and even veneration, makes a powerful statement on the qualities 

especially valued by a society.    

 

 

   

                                                           
4 The English Parnassus, or, a Helpe to English Poesie containing a Collection of all rhyming Monosyllables, 

the choicest Epithets, and Phrases: with some general Forms upon all Occasions, Subjects, and Theams, 

alphabeticaly digested: together with a short Institution to English Poesie, by way of a Preface. By Joshua 

Poole. 
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Chapter 3 - Personal and professional perspectives 

   
Sense of Place impacts on so many areas of professional and personal life and this was reflected well 

at the seminar through the short, sharp Pecha Kucha presentations made by guest presenters.  

(Pecha Kucha is a presentation style in which 20 slides are shown for 20 seconds each (six minutes 

and 40 seconds in total). The format keeps presentations concise and fast-paced.) 

Music and Sound 

Musician Terry Loane acknowledged the power of place to inspire music, and illustrated this through 

several examples and short musical extracts.  He did however offer the warning that the overture to 

the Hebrides Overture could be appreciated as wonderful 

music by a listener who had no notion that it was inspired 

by Fingal's Cave.  His final whistle tune was unmistakably 

associated by the audience with Ireland and most strongly 

associated with the Celtic culture rather than the specific 

natural environment. 

    

 

 

 

Doctoral student Tullis Rennie took us through several 

examples of recorded sound montages collected at specific 

locations in Catalonia and carefully crafted to add emotional 

context to the oral description of the places visited.  In 

particular this presentation served to support the importance 

of recognition of the power of all senses in creating 

perceptions of place.     

 

Literature 

Carolla Croll offered a German perspective on the power of the 

Yorkshire Pennine landscape to provoke dramatic locations for 

the literature of the Brontës.  In a seminar group where the 

majority of participants were from not from Yorkshire but from 

the neighbouring rival county of Derbyshire with its own, very 

similar, Pennine country, there was bristling (though good 

natured) resentment at the thought of Yorkshire being 

awarded all of the 'beauty points'!  
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This very incident illustrated the close development of identity with place and the jealously guarded 

associations between places and sense of self; we felt this really deserves more exploration in 

future! 

Professor Bill Jones offered a selection of poetry of landscape and place, from the Anglo-Saxon world 

to modern times. Poetry reflects the thoughts and feelings of the poet, and so poetry over the 

centuries can reveal the ‘Sense of Place ’ of the writer.  Thus in Beowulf (8th century) the feeling is of 

wild nature as a place of danger and fear, while Medieval poetry reveals gardens as places of 

sanctuary, safety and thus pleasure, with cultivated ground, tame animals and fragrant flowers and 

medicinal herbs. In Milton’s Paradise Lost, the Garden of Eden becomes a model for the landscape 

gardeners of the 17th and 18th centuries to re-create their own earthly Paradise. Wordsworth saw 

nature as a moral teacher and landscape as a metaphor for the inner life of his imagination, while 

the rural labourer poet John Clare was driven into insanity by the enclosures of common land, 

depriving him of customary freedom to enjoy much loved local places. Finally Edward Thomas, 

writing during the First World War, shows how a place name can be the only surviving evidence of a 

man’s life.  

Film 

The moving image has immense power to capture the sounds and sights of a place and present this 

in ways which add the feelings which are added to make the atmosphere.  The isolated promontory 

of Spurn Head on the English east coast had been the subject of a work by young Wirksworth film 

maker, Gavin Repton. His film 

combined shots of the location 

in different weather with vox 

pop statements about the place 

from people living nearby.  Now 

that film making is no longer  a 

high-cost minority-activity, there 

surely has to be potential to 

develop this alongside the many 

other forms of art in which place 

is captured very effectively by 

amateurs.    

 

Tourism 

Of course for many tourists, travel is a quest to experience a Sense of Place,  or even many senses of 

many places.  One of the concerns of those promoting sustainable tourism is to ensure that the very 

'product' that the place contains is not destroyed by over-exploitation for tourism. 
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 The 'commodification' of place for tourism and potential trivialisation was illustrated wonderfully by 

the presenter Claudia Broezel and her quote, ' The tourists ask what time the bus leaves for Paradise 

and do they sell beer there?'.    

 

Architecture 

Nicky Ward representing the Derek Trowel practice 

offered examples of contemporary architecture, both 

responding to and contributing to, a Sense of Place. 

The participants were especially intrigued by 

examples of stimulating environments created to 

stimulate curiosity in primary schools.   

 

 

 

 

Dance, 2D and 3D Art 

These areas of the arts were not addressed specifically in Stir 13 seminar but in the follow-up swirl of 

informal discussion, a number of dance, 2D and 3D artists have come forward offering insights into 

their imaginative 'place specific' work.      

 

  Image: C. Croll 

 

Further details and a video montage of the day is available at www.stirringlearning.eu/stir13  .   
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Sense of Place in teaching 

 

Whilst none of the respondents had used the term 'Sense of Place ' explicitly in 

their teaching, nearly half (42.9%) reported that they already used the concept. 

Here are just three examples: 

 

I teach Country Houses courses so place is central to the course content. 

Teaching gardening in community environments does include some 

aspects of Sense of Place, even though I have not recognised it before. 

The impact of historical/archaeological buildings/monuments on people 

alive today can inform how we feel about them. 

 

Chapter 4 A learning experience for adults 
 

About Adult Learning 

Adults learn so many things in so many ways for so many reasons.  We know from surveys 

conducted regularly by the National Institute for Adult and Continuing Education (NIACE) that those 

with the best previous experience of education are more likely to engage and benefit from lifelong 

learning as adults. We also recognise that access to learning for adults can open doors to change 

lives by presenting opportunities to explore, experiment and to gain recognition for learning 

achievement.  In addressing the question of how a deeper understanding of Sense of Place can 

enhance learning for adults, we will pay special attention to exploring ways in which the concept can 

have greatest impact on formal, informal and non formal learning5.   

Survey 

Following the seminar, we conducted a small scale online survey with adult educators. Survey 

participants were largely practitioners who were aware of the Stir13 event but who had not 

attended the seminar itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5
 Definitions as used by Cedefop (European Centre for Development of Vocational training)  

Formal Learning: structured learning in an education or training setting 

Non-formal Learning: structured learning situations outside of formal educational settings  

Informal Learning: unstructured learning resulting from daily life activities related to work, family or leisure  
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When we came to ask how the teachers could see Sense of Place being used to enhance their 

learning programmes there were high levels of interest. This chart shows the most popular 

applications.   

 

Chart 2 Using Sense of Place in teaching adults   

Teachers were asked which (if any) of the themes on this list could align with their work.  

Base: N=14 

 

Although the survey sample was small and self selecting, this does provide an indication that there is 

an appetite amongst some educators for an opportunity to explore this further. One final and very 

important result came from a number of respondents who expressed the importance of addressing 

the sense that learners have of the very place that they come to learn. 

Here is just one response from the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) which illustrates this : 

The importance of where you learn, what creates barriers to learning (including 

places) and how to overcome those barriers by going to where learners are 

comfortable, underpins the WEA approach to community learning. 

  

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 

· Links between place and personal biography 

· Links between place and historical / cultural 
events 

· Use of senses to experience place (sight, sound, 
touch, taste, smell) 

· Place and migration 

· Use of colour to describe place 

· place and 2D art 

· Links between natural living world and human 
beings 

· Place and music 

· Place and the classical elements (Earth, wind, fire 
and water) 

· Place and literature 

· Borders 
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Are there other ways in which you feel that Sense of Place 

could enhance your subject areas? 
 

 I know from student reaction that it enhances their learning considerably. 

 

 Yes - very interesting interdisciplinary concept which could be seen as a 

safe or non threatening vehicle to enter wider discussions around 

inclusion and exclusion 

 

 I think that the internet could be seen as its own place. It doesn't matter 

where users are physically, they are all 'at' the same online place.  

 

 Place and the development of self-belief 

 In teaching learners with profound and multiple learning disabilities we 

do a lot of sensory work to try to establish a connection between the 

learner and their environment. 

 

 The area I manage is very much to do with deprived inner city areas and 

learners have a very strong sense of community and place of where they 

live and learn. Projects could be developed around this. 

 

 To be conducive to meditation, calm and awareness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Respondents taught a wide range of subjects including: 

o Horticulture/gardening  

o  Cooking 

o English for Speakers of Other Languages 

o Functional Skills 

o Archaeology 

o Women's Studies 

o Makaton 

o ICT 

o Tai Chi 

o Falcons 

o Art History 
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Chapter 5 - What Next? 
 

The feedback from the event was generally very positive with the background, personal experience 

and Pecha Kucha sessions scoring most highly.  Some suggestions were made that the discussions on 

the walk could have been more focussed, although others found these informal conversations to be 

the most valuable part of the day! 

When asked about next steps, participants recommended the format for use with others new to the 

topic but for themselves there was a real interest in running a follow-on event which delved further 

into the subject and focussed on other aspects such as photography and dance.   

In addition, a number of professionals from UK , Australia, Belgium and Germany whose work 

includes this topic have expressed interest in joining  future events and discussions. The format of 

the seminar has already been successfully adapted for use with specific groups (eg artists and mental 

health projects.)    

 

Please feel free to take the ideas from this event and add your own energy and creativity to stir the 

learning in whatever way works for you.   
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Appendix 1 -  Learning from a Sense of Place, Observation Grid  
 

Name of person talking: _________________     Name of observer: ___________________  

 

Observation Grid 
 Mentioned 
(tick)  Comment 

   SENSES     

Sight     

Touch     

Hearing     

Smell     

Taste     

      

COLOUR   
 Red   
 Orange   
 Yellow   
 Green   
 Blue     

Indigo     

Violet   
 Black   
 White   
 Grey   
 Other   
 

 
  

 PLANTS   
 Trees   
 Wild plants   
 Cultivated plants   
  Other   
 

 
  

 ANIMALS   
 Birds   
 Mammals   
 Insects   
 Reptiles     

 Other     
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Other observations 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 

 

ELEMENTS     

Earth     

Fire     

Water     

Air     

   PEOPLE     

Inhabitants     

Past Inhabitants      

Visitors     

 
    

CULTURAL 
REFERENCES 

  Buildings     

Public art 
(sculpture)  

  Painting 
  Literature 
  Music 
  Sacred sites 
  Transport routes 
   Other     

   

   EVENTS 
  Significant 

personal event 
  

 
    

   Significant public 
event (eg 
battle/festival) 
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Appendix B -  Participants  
 

(R = Member of Planning Reference Group) : 

Ms Debbie  Alston  

Ms Andria Birch  

Dr Claudia Brözel  (R)  

Dr Maureen Cain (R)  

Mr Alastair Clark (R)  

Ms Cathy  Cooke  

Ms Carola Croll  

Mr David Cudworth  

Dr Erika Cudworth  

Ms Cath Harcula  

Professor Bill Jones (R)   

Ms Jenny Joy-Matthews  

Mr Terry Loane  

Ms Rosemary MacLennan  

Ms Vinca Olechnowicz-Power  

Mr Peter Riddle  

Ms Anne Robinson  

Ms Vanessa Swetman  

Ms Nicky Ward  

Dr Sarah Younie  

    

Remote Contributors:  

Mr Tullis Rennie  

Mr Gavin Repton  

 

 

 

The project management was led by Anna McGuire and Alice Munro co-managed the production of 

this report.  

Thanks are due to Cathy Cooke and all her staff at the Derbyshire Eco Centre  
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Appendix C -  Twitter highlights 
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