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Beyond the classroom: Place-based literary education
and Palestinian identity formation in Israeli Arab schools

Kawthar Jabir-Kassoum
Sakbnin Academic College for Teacher Training, Israel

This study explores implementing place-based education in teaching Arabic literature in
Arab schools in Israel. The research proposes a pedagogical approach that connects
literary texts to their physical and cultural environments. This approach extends learning
beyond traditional classroom boundaties. Through systematic analysis of curricular texts,
my study develops practical pedagogical models based on place-based learning theoties.
The findings demonstrate how this approach enhances students' literary comprehension
while strengthening their environmental awareness, and cultural identity. In the unique
context of Arab schools in Israel, this methodology creates meaningful opportunities for
fostering community belonging while developing critical thinking skills. The research
shows that this pedagogical framework effectively empowers Arab students, equipping
them for meaningful societal engagement. By anchoring literature within tangible places
and cultural contexts, this approach promotes both academic excellence and essential life
competencies, supporting positive identity development within students' communities.

Introduction

Place holds a fundamental position in human experience through its profound
interconnection with the sociopolitical realities that shape daily life. Beyond serving as a
mere setting for human existence or an aesthetic element, place functions as a dynamic
manifestation of citizenship, belonging, and political identity awareness. Moreover, place
plays an essential role in forming environmental consciousness through its intricate
connections with ecological systems and natural equilibrium. It embodies the reciprocal
relationship between humans and their environment while acting as a catalyst for
developing sustainability awareness and environmental stewardship.

In the contemporary educational landscape, pedagogical methods continue to evolve, with
place-based education (PBE) emerging as a significant innovation. This approach
connects learning processes with students' surrounding environment. It utilises local
social, cultural, and economic activities to enhance educational experiences relevant to
students' daily lives. This globally recognised methodology offers fresh perspectives for
teaching academic subjects, including literature, through the integration of outdoor
learning experiences (Deringer et al., 2020; McMillan, 2024).

This research demonstrates that place-based teaching offers an effective methodology for
understanding the real world and the environment surrounding students. My study shows
how place-based literature teaching strengthens identity formation among Arab students
in Israel, particularly considering their position as an Arab minority within a Jewish state,
and a state with multiple minorities in constant conflict. Furthermore, this approach
develops students' ecological awareness and understanding of environmental
sustainability.
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The study reveals that Arab schools in Israel lack place-based teaching methodology,
particularly in literature instruction. This absence weakens the vital connections between
students, texts, and their cultural life. The research proposes shifting literature teaching
methods toward place awareness and text-place relationships, extending beyond
traditional focus on narrative analysis, meaning, characters, and crisis moments. The study
applies this framework to two literary texts from the Arab high school curriculum,
presenting practical model units for place-based literature instruction.

Philosophy of place

Place is the vessel of matter and the cradle of human existence; within it, humans are active and
dynamic, and their existence manifests through their relationship with place. Moreover, any place
devoid of human presence remains merely a geometric form or an objective abstraction stripped of
history, values, and meanings. Through their engagement with place, individuals cultivate the ability
to infuse spatial realities with meanings and values that shape their experience. This interaction is
connected to the concept of “Sense of place” according to American geographer Yi-Fu Tuan. Tuan
defined “Sense of place” as the profound emotional and cognitive relationship that individuals
develop with their spatial environment. This sense emerges through personal and collective
experiences, shaped by historical, cultural, and memorial dimensions of place. Tuan and subsequent
researchers asserted that “Sense of place” is fundamental to understanding human-environment
relationships, influencing decisions in urban planning and heritage preservation, while shaping
cultural identity formation. Through this framework, Tuan reconceptualised places beyond mere
geographical locations into living spaces rich with meaning, emotion, and memory (Tuan, 1977;
Tuan, 1974; Relph, 1976; Manzo & Devine-Wright, 2014; Malpas, 1999).

Place and time share an intrinsic connection, interweaving so fundamentally that they cannot be
separated. Russian theorist Bakhtin (1981) introduced the term “chronotopos” to analyse the
representation and mutual influence of time and place in literature (pp. 84-258). However, humans
primarily perceive time through place, as place maintains a more tangible connection to human life.
Place offers more accessible interactions than time; it can be expetienced, interpreted, and
modified, while time remains an abstract concept without a concrete equivalent in human
experience.

In his seminal work The poetics of space, French philosopher Gaston Bachelard (1994) explored
profound concepts of time, place, and existence. Bachelard argued that we do not truly understand
ourselves through time. Instead, he suggests that we comprehend our existence through our
experiences in specific spaces. As he stated:

At times we think we know ourselves in time, when all we know is a sequence of
fixations in the spaces of the being's stability - a being who does not want to melt away,
and who, even, in the past when he sets out in search of things past, wants time to
suspend its flight. In its countless alveoli space contains compresses time. That what
space is for (p. 8).

Place serves as the crucible where human identity is forged and embedded. Identity
formation represents an essential aspect of human existence, enabling individuals to
integrate meaningfully with the world. One's humanity, universality, and worldliness
emerge through the development of identity. This sense of identity evolves through
continuous interaction with place, which beyond its natural and geographical features
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... must be viewed as cognitive and emotional constructs or structures that exist within
individuals and groups. In places, people experience continuity of identity; where they
can express themselves; where they can interact with others or participate in activities;
and where they receive information about how to behave and interact with the place
(Lavin & Agatstein, 1984, p. 52).

This identity formation inherently encompasses a sense of belonging, requiring places to
maintain positive associations with familiarity and protection, as Bachelard suggested,
where humans find refuge and shelter (Bachelard, 1994, p. xxxv).

Schild (2016) examined the concept of environmental citizenship, highlighting how it
carries national-level significance. Schild posited that environmental citizenship emerges as
a product of the personal experiences individuals have in relation to place. The more
positive these place-based expetiences are, the deeper the individual's affection and sense
of belonging towards that place becomes. Environmental identity is forged when place
assumes a central role in one's sense of belonging, cultivating a sense of responsibility and
a need to preserve that place. This environmental citizenship manifests through active
engagement in initiatives that serve the local community, which in turn reinforces a sense
of stewardship and a desire to protect the place (p. 19).

An individual's sense of belonging to a place does not require their physical presence in
that location or it being their current living space. The place can be distant, abandoned,
destroyed, or connected to the past, as seen in cases of colonisation, displacement, and
exile. Here, memory plays a crucial role. As Meyerhoff (1972) stated, memory is what
preserves place, serving as “a means of achieving a sense of continuity, and in forming
personal identity and an individual's sense of self across time” (p.49). The more secutely
memories are grounded in space, the more deeply rooted they become. Conversely, the
loss of such place-based memories must be accompanied by a loss of identity and
belonging (Altman & Low, 1992; Keith & Pile, 1993; Motley & Robins, 1995; Parkes &
Stevenson-Hinde, 1982).

Place-based education

Place-based education is a comprehensive pedagogical approach that cultivates a deep
connection between the educational process and the learner's surrounding environment.
This approach extends beyond the boundaries of traditional schools and classrooms,
engaging students through direct interaction with the local community and its natural and
cultural environment. The approach is characterised by a focus on three main dimensions:

- The experiential dimension, where students learn through direct experience and
interaction with their surroundings;

- The community dimension, which connects learning to the local social and cultural
context;

- The environmental dimension, which emphasises and appreciating the surrounding
ecological systems (Yemini et al., 2023).
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This educational approach aims to develop the student's personality holistically, focusing
on civic identity and community responsibility. It empowers students to analyse various
cultural, social, political, economic, and environmental aspects of their local context, and
to develop solutions to community-based challenges. By promoting the integration of
theoretical concepts with practical, real-world applications, place-based learning makes the
educational experience more meaningful and relevant to students' daily lives. Furthermore,
this approach strengthens community connections, instilling a sense of civic identity and
participation among students (Sobel, 2004, pp.1-7; Smith & Sobel, 2010; Cohen &
Renning, 2017, pp. 393-418; Brown, 2012, pp. 1-20; Gruenwald & Smith, 2008; Otr,
2013, pp. 183-188; Waite, 2013, pp. 413-433).

In her seminal work The Extended Mind (2021), Annie Murphy Paul challenged the
traditional view that confines thinking and cognitive processing solely to the brain. Paul
argued that thinking extends beyond the brain to include our physical environment and
social interactions. The physical spaces where we learn significantly influence how we
process information. Thinking and cognitive processing extend to encompass embodied
cognition, utilisation of the surrounding environment, interaction with physical objects,
processing through movement and gestures, and the use of tools and technologies.

Building on Paul's framework of extended cognition, we can see direct applications to
place-based literary education, supporting the idea that immersion in a text's
environmental context can lead to a more accurate and embodied understanding of that
text. Paul's emphasis on environmental interaction as a catalyst for cognitive engagement,
as well as her concept of “non-neurological computation”, provide a theoretical
framework affirming that the spatial context of a literary work can significantly enhance its
internalisation and utilisation by the learner.

The place-based learning approach shares common principles with cuxlturally relevant
pedagogy, as developed by Ladson-Billings (Ladson-Billings, 2014, pp. 74-84; Ladson-
Billings & Dixson, 2021, pp. 122-137; Freire, 2018). Both approaches seek to enhance
students' cultural identity and develop critical consciousness. The three key principles of
culturally relevant pedagogy - developing academic curiosity, strengthening cultural
identity, and fostering critical consciousness, align naturally with the place-based learning
approach that utilises the local environment as an educational context.

In the specific context of teaching Arabic literature to Arab students in Israel, these two
complementary approaches can work together to create a comprehensive educational
experience. For example, students may explore their local literary heritage by visiting
historical sites mentioned in classical Arabic poems, thereby connecting their cultural
identity with the physical environment. This integration enhances students' sense of
identity and belonging, develops environmental awareness and sustainability, and
cultivates the academic and life skills necessary for success in a changing world.

Supporting the benefits of this approach, David Sobel emphasised in his pioneering work
Place-based education (2004) that the practical, place-based learning experience “increases
academic achievement, helps students develop stronger ties to their community, enhances
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students' appreciation for the natural world, and creates a heightened commitment to
serving as active, contributing citizens” (p.7). Research also indicates that place-based
learning enhances students' literacy skills (Case, 2017, pp. 1-15; Kuehl, 2020).

Place-based literature learning

Place-based literature learning is an innovative educational approach that seamlessly
integrates the study of literature with the geographical, cultural, and environmental
contexts in which the literary texts originate or relate to. This approach is based on the
premise that literature is intimately connected to its spatial context. A deep understanding
of this context not only enhances literary reading and comprehension but also strengthens
personal, communal, and national connections with the texts.

Place-based literature teaching presents a specialised topographical perspective that
transcends mere description of physical terrain to include cultural, historical, and social
layers. A poem describing a mountain village, a novel set in an Arab city, or a play taking
place in an old neighbourhood, all present literary topographies that help students
understand the multilayered nature of place and strengthen their belonging to it
(Eggersen, 2023, pp. 1-19). This approach places great emphasis on the theory of “Sense
of place,” which underscores the significance of sensory and physical experiences in the
learning process. It asserts that knowledge acquisition is fundamentally linked to students'
sense of place and their interaction with it (Uztemur & Dere, 2023; Thornton et al., 2021).
Therefore, this educational methodology seeks to cultivate a deep sense of belonging and
identity among students by connecting them to their literary and cultural heritage within
tangible spatial contexts.

Exploring the relationships between literary texts and environmental details can also foster
environmental and ecological awareness. Additionally, this approach encourages active
participation and work towards sustainability. Place-based literature teaching develops
students' critical thinking abilities, enabling them to analyse poems, short stories, and
novels through spatial, cultural, and social lenses. It also stimulates literary and artistic
creativity inspired by place and environment, such as poetry recitation, creative writing,
and oral expression.

This educational philosophy removes traditional barriers between disciplines, creating a
rich interdisciplinary fabric that connects literature with geography, history, environmental
science, and cultural studies. Ultimately, place-based literature teaching aims to prepare
learners who are academically distinguished, emotionally and culturally connected, and
civically engaged (Eggersen, 2024, pp. 65-69; Bishop, 2004).

Why literature?

Literature is considered a cultural and civilisational heritage of societies, forming an
integral part of a nation's identity and one of its distinctive features. It simultaneously
shapes both individual and collective human identity, while embodying their traits and
characteristics. Literature holds paramount importance in developing students' literary
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sensibilities, broadening their experiences, and deepening their understanding of life and
society. Literary texts possess powerful latent energy. When students engage with quality
literature, their responses are multifaceted, and they are profoundly influenced by the
experience. Consequently, literature opens horizons for understanding both the self and
the surrounding world, while also fulfilling the important psychological need for
belonging (see, Rosenblatt, 1994; Rosenblatt, 1995; Todorov, 2010; Vargas Llosa, 2001).

What distinguishes literature from other fields of knowledge is its unique ability to reshape
and revive place in human imagination. Literary texts transform place into a living entity
carrying collective memory and accumulated human experiences. When these texts are
taught in the very places they describe, a unique state of identification and deep
interaction between reader, text, and place is achieved. Literature, through its imaginative
and aesthetic nature, possesses the ability to transform ordinary places into symbolic
spaces rich with cultural and historical significance. Reading a poem about an ancient olive
tree at its actual location, or contemplating a text about a historical spring at its site, goes
beyond acquiring literary knowledge to developing a deep awareness of society's natural
and cultural heritage.

Furthermore, literature forms a unique bridge between past, present and future in the
human relationship with place. It not only describes what was, but also envisions what
could be, making place-based learning an effective tool for developing future
environmental consciousness and preserving natural and cultural heritage for coming
generations. From an educational perspective, literature provides a multidimensional
cognitive framework that integrates critical thinking, analysis, and aesthetic appreciation
skills, especially when combined with direct sensory experience of place. This cognitive
framework creates rich educational opportunities that transcend traditional learning
boundaries, contributing to the formation of an integrated awareness connecting cultural
identity with environmental responsibility.

Palestinian literature is considered one of the most important cultural components in
shaping and strengthening national identity among Palestinian society, both in general and
within Israel specifically. This is due not only to its use of the Arabic language, but also to
the uniqueness of its narrative and the historical, social, and political value it carries (Jabit-
Kassoum, 2019). The Arabic literature curricula in Arab schools include vatious texts
written by Palestinian authors from within Israel, the West Bank, and the diaspora, all of
which can be utilised in place-based learning. These texts mostly deal with real, still-
existing places that can be visited and interacted with, such as villages, cities, houses,
springs, mountains, and valleys. This provides an opportunity to transform the literary text
into a living experience that connects students with their environment, heritage, and
identity.

Place-based learning in Arab-Israeli education

Israel presents a paradoxical context regarding the issue of belonging, as experienced by
its different population groups. The state aims to be a democratic entity that ensures legal
equality for all its citizens. However, it is simultaneously a Jewish state that upholds Jewish
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traditions and Zionist ideals, particularly following the enactment of the Nation-State Law
in 2018. This law defines Israel as a Jewish nation-state and establishes the right to self-
determination as exclusive to the Jewish people. '

The Arab minority in Israel, comprising 21% of the population, faces unique challenges
arising from their particular situation. On one hand, the Arab minority seeks to preserve
Palestinian cultural and historical identity, including collective memory and national
narrative. On the other hand, there is the reality of Israeli citizenship with its associated
rights and duties. This complex situation creates tension between cultural and historical
belonging on one side, and civic obligations on the other, leading to the formation of a
multidimensional identity.

My study hypothesises that the transition to place-based learning in teaching literary texts
holds significant importance in the context of Palestinian Arab schools within Israel. This
approach can play a pivotal role in several ways. First, it can help preserve cultural identity
and enhance students' sense of citizenship and community belonging. Second, it can
enable Arab students to better understand and analyse the complexities associated with
place and environment in their specific context. Place-based learning provides them the
opportunity to explore the multiple layers of their identity and relationship with place in a
critical and constructive manner. As Waite (2013) noted, “Knowing your place may imply
sensitivity to its complexity and awareness of the many other places that have differences
and commonalities with it” (p. 17). This approach can help students not only understand
their roots and cultural heritage, but also comprehend the circumstances of the Jewish
presence in the same place.

Third, the study of literary texts through this approach can deepen students'
understanding of works that express complex experiences about identity and
environment, connecting them to lived reality and historical-geographical context. Fourth,
place-based literature teaching can enhance students' critical thinking abilities and their
understanding of diverse perspectives towards the same place. In other words, it can
contribute to developing a balanced, multidimensional identity that respects cultural
heritage while positively engaging with the reality of citizenship.

As for establishing sustainability values, it is well known that Arab schools are mostly
integrated within Arab villages and cities where students live, such as the Galilee and
Triangle regions in Israel. This makes the implementation of the place-based learning
model highly accessible, as students can directly interact with a variety of relevant local
sites and environments. Examples include abandoned Arab villages, water springs, forests,
valleys, water wells, olive presses, old towns, Palestinian Arab houses, ancient trees, and

1'The Nation-State Law (2018) defined Israel as the nation-state of the Jewish people and
established Jewish self-determination as an exclusive right. Significantly, the law downgraded
Arabic from an official language to a “special status” language. Critics, particularly Arab-Israeli
citizens (21% of the population), view the law as discriminatory, citing concerns about minority
rights and cultural identity.
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religious shrines (waqam). Consequently, the study of literary texts in these contexts can
motivate students to establish sustainability values in terms of preserving and developing
the surrounding natural environment.

Nevertheless, despite the importance of place-based literature learning and the
accessibility of these local places, the topic remains uncommon in practice. Teachers are
exceptionally slow in implementing the place-based learning approach and in exploring
the educational and pedagogical resources available within the students' immediate
environments.

Implementation contexts for place-based literature learning

It is worth noting that place-based learning can be conducted both in the real world,
across various environments outside the school, as well as in the virtual world. The use of
technology is now considered a fundamental and advanced element in education systems
wortldwide (Beban & Korson, 2025; Atchison & Kennedy, 2020). Here are two suggested
strategies for implementing place-based literature learning:

1. In the real world

*  School/field trips: Understanding the local character of the community and
deepening students' sense of belonging and responsibility towards their surrounding
environment.

e Project-based learning: Investigating real issues or phenomena within the local
community.

¢ Oral and written expression: Developing a sense of place through reflective writing,
journaling, or creative expression.

e Literary and historical research on specific topics related to the local context.

e Organising events, projects, literary and artistic evenings, or camps.

*  Conducting interviews with community members to enhance written and oral
narratives.

*  Role-playing through storytelling.

2. In the virtual world
Digital platforms can be utilised to support this learning approach, such as:

e Virtual field trips to museums and locations using tools like Google Maps, Al
applications, and navigation platforms.

¢ Digital mapping tools, including Google Maps, ArcGIS Online, and Google Earth.

¢ Digital platforms for presenting and discussing community and local issues, such as
Ourboox, Padlet, and Canva.

e Virtual field trips using video conferencing platforms like Zoom and Google Meet.

*  Simulation tools that allow for interactive models of local ecosystems, such as
Interactive Simulations and National Geographic Education.
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* Interdisciplinary approaches, including the creation of digital stories and multimedia
presentations about community issues, historical events, or environmental concerns,
using tools like Adobe Spark, Microsoft PowerPoint, and video editing software.

Analysing Mukhtar Al-Sammd T through a place-based learning
framework

1. Historical and sociocultural background

The short story Mukbtar Al-Sammsi'i (otiginally published in Arabic online by Naffa’,
2009; republished in Naffa®, 2011, pp. 45-49) by the prominent Palestinian writer
Muhammad Naffa“ * recounted the journey of Palestinian Uncle ‘Alf and his nephew to
retrieve two goats from their former village, A~Sammn'i. > After the 1948 Nakba, the

village's residents were displaced, and it was transformed into a Jewish settlement called
Kfar Shamai.

Uncle ‘Al the story's protagonist, struggled to adapt to the transformed landscape and
the new names imposed on familiar places. The pair faced bureaucratic obstacles in
obtaining a permit, and then meet the new mukbtar, a Yemeni Jew who demands payment
to release the goats. Through the young natratot's eyes, the story portrays the emotional
impact of displacement, loss of homeland, and confrontation with a new reality, using A/
Sammi 7 transformation into Kfar Shamai as its historical backdrop. This narrative
technique of employing child narrators to explore themes of displacement and memory is
a recurring motif in Naffa''s literary corpus, reflecting broader patterns of childhood
representation in Palestinian literature (Jabir-Kassoum, 2021).

In teaching this text, the Arab-Israeli student, who belongs to the twenty-first century,
encounters a significant part of their history and narrative: the displaced villages, which are
considered among the special and unique places in the Arab environment. Interaction
with unique places is one of the objectives of place-based learning, particularly in cases of
disconnection from these unique places, as William Edelglass stated: “Disconnection from
singular places constitutes a significant cultural condition of the dissolution of community
fabric as well as the degradation of ecosystems. Moreover, because many of us are
disconnected from the sources of our food, water, energy, entertainment and much else

2 Muhammad Naffa® ammad Naffa“ (1939- 2021), was a prominent Palestinian writer in Israel, has
published five short-story collections and three novels. His works, which often depict the
Palestinian village life and its folkloric environment, have been translated into several languages
including Hebrew, English, and French.

3 AFSamnui 7is one of many Palestinian villages depopulated during the 1948 Arab-Israeli War.
Located in the Upper Galilee region, the village was emptied of its Palestinian inhabitants and
subsequently renamed Kfar Shamat, becoming home to Jewish settlers. This transformation
exemplified the broader demographic and geographical changes that occurred across
Palestine/Israel duting this petiod.
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that sustains us, we fail to see the consequences of our actions that are inflicted on other
places” (2014, p.71).

On the other hand, many of these displaced Palestinian villages have been transformed
into Jewish settlements. Consequently, in this case, place-based education becomes a
model that seeks to address the diverse ways in which we connect with our places and
communities. As Ruitenberg argued, “Each place has a history, often a contested history,
of the people who inhabited it in past times. Each place has aesthetics, offers a sensory
environment of sound, movement and image that is open to multiple interpretations. And
each (inhabited) place has a spatial configuration through which power and other socio-
politico-cultural mechanisms are at play” (2005, p. 215). Building on this understanding, 1
argue that place-based learning is particularly significant for Arab students in Israel. This
approach enables them to critically comprehend the contested nature of place and the
power dynamics that shape it. Through this educational approach, students can develop a
more nuanced understanding of their complex reality, recognising both their own
historical narrative and the multiple interpretations and claims to the same place. This
awareness of how "power and socio-politico-cultural mechanisms" operate within their
immediate environment can help students better understand their position within these
power structures while developing a critical consciousness about their lived reality.

2. A place-based pedagogical model for teaching Mukhtar Al-Samma T

This section applies Granit-Dgani's (2021) four-dimensional framework of place-based
education (PBE) to analyse Naffa''s story. These dimensions include:

a. “Learning in place” - This dimension involves transferring teaching and learning
from the classroom to an open, real-world space, while keeping the lesson plan
largely unaltered.

b.  “Study of the place” - This refers to studying the environment and the processes
within a particular place while situated in that environment.

c. “Learning from the place” - This dimension recognises the unique educational role
that the environment and its components can have for both educators and learners.

d.  “Learning for the sake of the place” - This final dimension aims to champion change
in the place, based on the insights gained from the other three dimensions.

Learning in place
* Take students to the site of the former A/-Sammi ‘i village (now Kfar Shamai), as
well as neighbouring villages mentioned in the story.
* Read the story with students at the site, allowing them to directly connect with the
location where the events take place.
* Allocate time for silent reflection at the site.

Study of the place

Divide students into groups to study different aspects of the place:

Group 1 - Geography and natural environment:
* Examine the nature of archaeological sites (springs, olive groves, schools).
* Create paper or digital maps of the villages.
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Group 2 - Social history:

* Research the family names that inhabited the village

* Study traditional clothing and customs.
Group 3 - Sustainability and traditional livelihoods:

* Examine soil types, rocks, tree/plant species, and animal life.

* Research income sources like wheat farming, olive cultivation, grape vineyards,

goat herding, and beekeeping.

* Have each group present their observations and connect them to the story.
Group 4 - Literary and emotional analysis:

* Study the emotional language used by the author to describe the place.

* Reflect on how changes in the place affect collective emotions.

Learning from the place

* Invite guest speakers from the village's original inhabitants or local experts, if
possible. 4

* Share family stories related to similar experiences.

* Discuss how literature can help us understand others' emotions.

* Compare the displaced Palestinian villages with the Israeli settlements that
replaced them.

* Explore the environment's impact on residents' lives before and after 1948.

* Analyse how the place itself can be a source for learning about culture, traditions,
and sustainability.

Learning for the sake of the place
Ask students to develop projects aimed at:
*  Documenting the history and culture of the villages.
*  Suggesting ways to preserve the place's cultural heritage.
*  Establishing initiatives for meetings between Arab and Jewish students to
enhance understanding.
*  Studying how literature maintains connection to place.
*  Creating imaginative writings, exhibitions, or art projects expressing their
experiences.

Analysing Returning to Haifa through a place-based learning
framework

1. Historical and sociocultural background

Ghassan Kanafani's’ novella Resurning to Haifa (originally published in Arabic in 1969;
English translation by Kanafani, 2000) unfolds against the backdrop of two crucial

4 _ALSanmmi 7's displaced residents currently live in Lebanon and in diaspora. Howevet, many Arab
schools have hosted the wtiter Muhammad Naffa® himself, as he lived in Beit Jann village near A4/
Sammii i,

5> Ghassan Kanafani (1936-1972) was a prominent Palestinian writer who combined literary
creativity with political activism. His novels and short stories, most notably Mex in the Sun and
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historical events: the 1948 Palestinian exodus, known as the Nakba, and the Six-Day War
of 1967, known in Arabic as al-Naksa (the setback). The narrative follows the Palestinian
couple, Sa‘ld and Safiyya, who were forced to flee their home in Haifa during the chaos of
1948, accidentally leaving behind their five-month-old son, Khaldan.

Twenty years later, when Israel opens its pre-1967 borders for the first time, allowing
Palestinians to visit their former homes, the couple returns to Haifa. They find their house
exactly as they left it, but it is now occupied by Miriam, a Holocaust survivor from
Poland. The couple discovers that Miriam and her late husband had adopted their
abandoned son, renamed him Dov, and raised him as an Isracli Jew. Now an Israeli
soldier, Dov/Khaldin refuses to acknowledge his birth parents, creating a heart-
wrenching confrontation that embodies the complexities of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Through this deeply personal story, KKanafani explores universal themes of identity, loss,
belonging, and the relationship between memory and future action. The novella
powerfully illustrates how historical events reshape individual lives and raises profound
questions about the meaning of homeland and identity in contexts of displacement and
conflict. The story concludes with Sa‘id and Safiyya returning to their refugee life in
Ramallah, realising that Palestine's future must be built on forward-looking action rather
than dwelling on memories of the past.

This novella is included in the reading section of the curriculum for Arab schools in Israel
and has been part of the Ministry of Education's Book Parade ° project for several years.

2. A place-based pedagogical model for teaching Kanafani's Returning to Haifa

This analysis employs Ardoin's four-dimensional framework for place-based education
(PBE) (Ardoin, 20006, pp. 112-126; Ardoin et al., 2012, pp. 583-607).

The bzop/yyszm/ dimension (geographical)

Study a map of Haifa, identifying key locations mentioned in the novella, such as
Wadi Nisnas, King Faisal Street, and Al-Halisa.

* Analyse Kanafani's spatial desctiptions, such as “He discovered he was driving
through Haifa without feeling that anything in the streets had changed.”

* Examine the topographical significance, like “Suddenly the shelling came from the
east. From the high Carmel hills.”

* Create a detailed map of 1948 Haifa based on the novel's descriptions.

Returning to Haifa, have been widely translated and remain influential in Arab literature. His life
ended tragically when he was assassinated in Beirut in 1972.

6 Returning to Haifa has been part of "The Book Parade" project for several years. The Book Parade
is an initiative led by the Pedagogical Administration of the Ministry of Education in Israel that
encourages students in Israeli schools to read and engage with selected literary works.
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The psychological dimension (Sa‘id's character)
* Analyse Said's emotional responses to place, such as “He wanted to tell his wife:
“I know this Haifa, but it denies knowing me”.
* Examine the protagonist's place-identity relationship, for example, “He felt he
hadn't been away for twenty years, driving his car as he used to.”
*  Write character monologues at different points in the story.
The socio-cultural dimension
* Analyse social relationships and customs, like “Uncle Ali isn't necessarily my
father's brother, or even a relative, but it's our custom to call older people this”.
* Examine the cultural identity transitions, such as “Since childhood, I've been
Jewish, going to the synagogue and Jewish school”.
* Study the collective memotry, as seen in “Place names poured into his head as if
shaking off a thick layer of dust”.
* Compare the cultural experiences of Said and Dov/Khaldan.
The political-economic dimension
* Analyse the political impact, such as “Haifa was a city expecting nothing, despite
being governed by an ambiguous tension”.
* Examine the economic changes, like “He remembered his green 1946 Ford that
he used to drive through those roads”.
* Explore the concepts of homeland, including “What does homeland mean?... 1
was born here, so this is my homeland”.
* Conduct debates on the concept of homeland and the right of return.

A synthesis of the literary analyses

The two literary texts analysed demonstrate a rich, multidimensional nature and significant
pedagogical potential. They offer valuable opportunities for place-based interdisciplinary
learning that spans literature, homeland studies, geography, historical narratives, and
cultural heritage.

This expanded approach to analysing literary texts transcends place as merely a
geographical term. It provides deeper engagement with the texts, enabling students to
explore the complex interconnections between place, identity, and history. Significantly, in
the context of mixed cities in Israel, such as Haifa, Jaffa, and Acre, where Arabs and Jews
coexist, place-based learning can be leveraged to emphasise shared political, social, and
cultural perspectives.

The literary models presented here demonstrate how place-based literary instruction can
serve as a platform for understanding both unique narratives and shared experiences. This
is particularly relevant in contexts where multiple communities claim connection to the
same physical space. By exploring the multilayered relationships between text, place, and
identity, students can develop a more nuanced comprehension of their complex realities.

Having synthesised the literary analyses, we now turn to their practical implications and
applications in educational settings.
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Practical implications and future directions

This section of the research presents specific applications, implementation strategies, and
future directions for place-based literary education. These suggestions would benefit
teachers, curriculum designers, and educational policy makers, particulatly in the context
of Arab schools in Israel.

Implications for classroom teaching

Developing interdisciplinary teaching units

The place-based literary approach enables teachers to design interdisciplinary teaching
units that connect literature with geography, history, environmental studies, and cultural
heritage (Dewantara et al., 2023). These units can be structured around specific themes in
literary texts, such as:

* Identity and belonging in displacement narratives.
* Cultural memory and its preservation through literature.
* Environmental awareness through literary representation of nature.

Teachers can use the pedagogical models presented in this study as templates, adapting
them to different literary texts and grade levels while maintaining the core principles of
place-based learning.

Assessment strategies
Place-based literary pedagogy requires assessment approaches that extend beyond
traditional literary analysis. Educators can implement:

* Portfolio-based assessment collecting students' reflections, photographs, and
creative responses to place-based learning experiences.

* Performance-based assessment through presentations, dramatic interpretations, or
guided tours of literary locations.

* Project-based assessment focusing on community engagement and problem-
solving initiatives.

* Self and peer assessment tools that encourage metacognitive reflection on the
relationship between place, literature, and identity.

Curriculum development

Texct selection criteria

Curriculum designers should consider the following criteria when selecting literary texts
for place-based teaching:

*  Geographic relevance to students' local environment.

* Thematic connection to issues of environmental awareness and cultural
preservation.

* Representation of diverse perspectives on place and belonging.

* Potential for interdisciplinary connections.
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Integrating technology
While emphasising direct physical experience with place, curriculum developers should
also incorporate digital tools to enhance place-based teaching:

* Creating virtual field trips for places that may be inaccessible.

* Developing interactive maps that connect literary texts with geographical
locations.

* Using digital storytelling to document community narratives

* Utilising Al tools for literary analysis, place-based content creation, and
personalised cultural connections.

Teacher professional development

The successful implementation of place-based literary pedagogy requires targeted
professional development for teachers, including:

*  Workshops on the theoretical foundations of place-based education.

* Field training in environmental education techniques.

* Cultural sensitivity training for addressing contested narratives of place.
* Technical training in digital tools for place-based learning.

Addressing implementation challenges

Practical and sociopolitical challenges

Several practical challenges may arise when implementing place-based literary pedagogy,
especially in Arab schools in Israel. The primary limitations stem from constraints within
the educational system. Crowded school schedules often leave little room for field
activities. Resources for transportation and materials are frequently limited. Full
cooperation between teaching staff, administrators, and external stakeholders is essential
but sometimes difficult to achieve.

Social and political sensitivities present additional challenges. Addressing place and
identity in Israeli society requires careful consideration. Different communities maintain
complex relationships with shared locations. Competing historical narratives can create
tensions in classroom discussions. These factors may limit the depth of conversation and
reduce participants' willingness to engage openly in the learning process.

Proposed solutions

To address these challenges, educators can integrate place-based learning within existing
curricula rather than treating it as an add-on, develop partnerships with local institutions,
and create clear safety protocols. For sensitive cultural and political concerns, focusing on
multiple perspectives, shared environmental values, and common cultural heritage can
provide a framework for respectful dialogue. Creating opportunities for cross-cultural
exchange and collaborative projects helps bridge divides while maintaining academic rigor
and educational value.
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Summary

This article explores place-based learning in teaching Arabic literature. It introduces a new
approach to literary instruction that highlights how places shape our understanding of
literature and the world. The study shows that place-based teaching strengthens identity,
cultural connections, and heritage values. It transforms locations into "educational texts"
for students to explore through historical, cultural, and geographical perspectives. In
Israeli Arab schools, this approach creates unique opportunities for students to connect
with their local environment and culture.

Our research shows that this method helps students better understand complex historical
narratives. It also encourages dialogue between different communities that share the same
geographical space. Place-based learning strengthens students' sense of belonging and
environmental awareness while connecting their personal experiences to future goals.

This study provides practical strategies for teachers to use place-based methods in Arabic
literature classes. These include creating specialised teaching units, using new assessment
approaches that value hands-on learning, and building partnerships between schools and
communities. The framework also addresses specific challenges in Israeli Arab schools,
including administrative limitations and political sensitivities, with practical solutions to
overcome these obstacles.

Based on our findings, we recommend that educational policymakers and teachers:

Include place-based teaching in Arabic literature standards.

Provide resources for field trips and outdoor learning.

Fund teacher training in place-based methods.

Develop assessment systems that value place-based learning outcomes.
Create incentives for schools implementing innovative programs.
Support research to document and evaluate these teaching practices.

SRRl S

This place-based approach transforms how Arabic literature is taught in Israeli Arab
schools. It strengthens students' cultural identity, environmental awateness, and academic
engagement while preparing them for meaningful community participation.

The success of this approach depends mainly on teachers' attitudes and abilities. When
properly implemented, it offers significant benefits: improved social cohesion, better
cross-cultural understanding, and greater stability within Israel's diverse society.
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