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Foreword 

 

 

From Porciones to Colonias: The Power of Place- and Community-Based Learning in K-12 

Education redefines culturally relevant learning in todayôs diverse classroom. By integrating an 

interdisciplinary approach including: anthropology, archeology, biology, geology, and history the 

CHAPS Program presents an effective method in supporting teachers of the Rio Grande Valley in 

creating culturally relevant curriculum, while meeting the demands of state and federal mandates.  

 

The history of the Rio Grande Valley is rich and diverse and itsô stories are often left untold. 

A key factor in student success is a relevant education.  Students often become unenthusiastic about 

learning when they cannot find a connection to what is being taught. Students are more readily able 

to learn new information when they can connect it to something they already know. This case study 

demonstrates how placed-based education transforms learning in a way in which students grow to 

understand their relevance in the community, along with how pivotal the Rio Grande Valley has 

been in state, national, and global history.  

 

The Porciones to Colonias initiative proceeds to take local educators on a journey including 

the history, geography, and archeology of the Rio Grande Valley. Through collaboration with 

experts in the field and continued learning, this project culminates with lesson activities that 

effectively integrate place-based education and content curriculum. Local history, geography, 

archeology and biology serve as a foundation to support new learning. The CHAPS Program of 

UTPA truly establishes the significance of culturally relevant education in order to create students 

who are critical thinkers, problem solvers, and contributing community members of the Rio Grande 

Valley. 

 

Social Studies Program  

Region One ESC  

December 2014  
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ONE 

From Porciones to Colonias:   

Discovering ñOur Storyò in the History of Texas  

and the United States 

 

Russell K. Skowronek 

 
 ñThe days that make us happy make us wise.ò (John Masefield 1912 poem, Biography) 

 

  Everyone in academia experienced the ñsage on the stageò who would pull a few pages of   

handwritten notes out of a battered briefcase and proceed to drone on for an hour about a specific 

topic, while occasionally writing a term on a blackboard or pointing to a map.  No doubt it was   

accurate and important information which would need to be accurately regurgitated in blue books 

and other exams but for most it was immediately forgotten following the final reckoning.  Those 

who excelled in these classes kept precise notes and more than likely followed in their professorsô 

footsteps. Very rarely would these professors deviate from their script and do something unique  

which would engage the students, their audience.   

 

 As educators we know that learning does not solely take place within a classroom with a 

generic curriculum. Yet, we live in an era when standardized testing within the framework of the 

STEM fields grabs the headlines in The Chronicle of Higher Education and other venues from 

school board meetings to local newspapers.  Benchmarks seeking to measure the mastering of such 

materials are established but these often fail to take into account the great cultural and natural     

diversity which is the United States.  This diversity is the incubator for creativity and learning.   

 

 A great teacher understands that learning takes place in many arenas from one-on-one            

discussions to lecture halls, and in many ways.  We can all be lifelong students who learn    

throughout our lives when we are actively engaged and challenged with compelling and lively 

presentations. Those who effectively used artifacts, maps, slides, music, and bring discussions to 
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life with anecdotes and   examples enchant a classroom and create active learners and not simply 

passive listeners.  Place-based education which draws on local social and natural phenomena      

provides a context for learning which bridges the spectrum from humanities to science and uses the 

skill sets of both to illuminate the human condition. This is the STEAM (with the ñAò for arts and 

humanities) field approach to education and it lies at the very heart of the Community Historical 

Archaeology Project with Schools (CHAPS) Program.  This program is charged with combining 

locally-focused research, community engagement, and K-17 education to make happy and so, wise 

learners.  

 

The CHAPS Program 

 

 In August of 2009 the Community Historical Archaeology Project with Schools (CHAPS)    

Program was founded at The University of Texas-Pan American (UTPA) in response to the               

development activities associated with the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), 

which rapidly altered or destroyed aspects of the regionôs heritage while alienating the resident 

populace from their past. The CHAPS Program is seen as a means of actively preserving aspects of 

the Rio Grande Valleyôs history through scholarly research and by educating the populace to the 

value of its cultural and natural heritage. Specifically, the  CHAPS  Program was designed to      

discover and record the natural, cultural and historical resources of South Texas through research 

and develop them for education,  tourism, and community pride. The CHAPS Program is achieving 

its goal by building partnerships and garnering support across the university and from communities, 

special interest groups, and local school districts, and parochial schools.  

 

 CHAPS Program team members have created a series of innovative K-17 college          

preparation and completion programs that emphasizes teacher preparation and student academic 

skill development by exploring human-land relationships in south Texas during the past 10,000 

years.  The CHAPS  Program multidisciplinary team takes an innovative approach to learning by 

including ñin the fieldò learning skills, which are directly transferrable to academic achievement. 

This multidisciplinary  approach has its roots in archaeology and extends its influence into other 

academic fields. It sees  multidisciplinary (anthropology, archaeology, biology, geology, history, 

and oral history) field research as the nexus for explaining the panoply of human experience within 

an integrated educational whole. This is challenging work for students but one which allows them 

to work as a team and to bring their own experiences and local regional history to bear on questions 

pertaining to the evolution of the  cultural and natural landscape.   Through the application of the 

STEAM (Science, Technology,  Engineering, Arts & Humanities, and Math) fields the CHAPS 

Program creates educated and  historically literate citizens who are aware of their local cultural and 

natural history and of its importance to the future development of the Rio Grande Valley. 
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Importance of Culturally and Locally Relevant Curriculum 

 

 We might ask why the CHAPS Program is an appropriate means for educating the largely     

Hispanic population of the Rio Grande Valley.  As Alfaro discusses in Chapter 2 the importance of   

integrating culturally and locally relevant curriculum is highlighted in the cognitive science        

literature as it pertains to mathematical knowledge. For example, researchers have noted that an 

individualôs ability to learn and understand new concepts is dependent on the individualôs ability to 

ñmake the connections to their existing knowledgeò (Gustein et al.1997: 711). One network of 

knowledge that individuals can draw on are cultural and locally relevant personal or family         

experiences (Gustein et al. 1997; Howard 2001). Gritzôs experience (Part III) using oral history 

with middle school-aged students demonstrates the power of this approach.  It is beneficial for  

concepts to be tied to studentsô cultural experiences.   Indeed, at the college level, course content 

has been linked to ethnic minority individualsô decision to switch from engineering/science majors 

to social sciences/humanities majors. As Peter Block observed ñNothing will get better in a      

community without a deeper sense of connectedness and social fabric in the community.ò (2009)  

Specifically, students who strove to integrate their ethnicity and their major switched majors       

because course content in humanities and social sciences were perceived to allow students to      

explore their ethnicities (Syed, 2010). Taken together, this research suggests that it is important to 

include a culturally relevant context into the curriculum.  The  CHAPS  Programôs innovative     

approach using the skill sets associated with fields of anthropology, archeology, biology,  geology, 

and history supports Hispanic studentsô mastery of STEAM field concepts by  highlighting         

culturally and locally relevant content.  

 

Contextualizing the Rio Grande Valley, a land of contradictions 

 

 The area known as the Rio Grande Valley is situated in the southern tip of Texas and is one 

of the fastest growing areas in the nation. Located some 250 miles south of San Antonio, Texas the 

Rio Grande Valley truly lays at the end of the road in the United States, yet it also serves as the 

gateway to Latin America.  The Rio Grande was dominated by commercial agricultural and     

ranching until the 1990s. Today it is rapidly transforming into one of the main entrep¹ts into the 

United States for  manufactured goods established in the wake of the passage of NAFTA.  Thus, it 

is a land of contrasts and extremes in wealth, education, infrastructure, and housing.  

 

 This area is comprised of four counties: Cameron, Hidalgo, Starr, and Willacy, which share   

similar characteristic in terms of race, poverty, and income. Specifically, the population is                 

predominately Hispanic and low-income. For example, Hidalgo County is 89.8% Hispanic and,         

according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2010) the median income for a household in the county was 
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$30,518 making it one of the poorest counties in the nation. This is approximately $20,000 below 

the level of the rest of Texas. The economic data further reveals that the rate of persons below the 

poverty level is 34.8%, compared to 15.8%, statewide.  In further review, the education attainment 

of high school graduates of persons over twenty-five years of age was only 50.5%. 

 

 Occupied by Native Peoples for millennia the Rio Grande Valley has a multicultural history  

dating back to the middle of the eighteenth century when a series of Spanish settlements were 

founded along the river (Lovett et al. 2014).  A mix of indigenous, Spanish, mestizos, and mulattos 

comprised the early settlers of the region that later became part of greater South Texas. With Mexi-

can independence from Spain in 1821, this river valley was part of Mexicoôs northern frontier until 

1848 when the geo-political boundary was set between the United States and Mexico.  Across this 

border the flow of goods, ideas, and peoples continues into the twenty-first century (Weber, 1992; 

Montejano, 1987). As a consequence of this rich history and its proximity to Mexico, the            

predominately Hispanic population varies with regard to generational status such that some         

individuals have resided in the area for mere days while other families and descendants have       

resided in the area for multiple generations. Chapters 3 (Hernandez) and 4 (Dorsey and D²az-

Barriga) provides a more nuanced view of the history and contemporary issues which characterize 

this region.  Lesson plans developed by local elementary, middle, and high school teachers demon-

strate creative approaches to teaching in the humanities and sciences using place-based education. 
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The Power of Place-Based Learning  

 
Edna C. Alfaro 

 

  ñFrom Porciones to Colonias: Curriculum Innovation in the Rio Grande Valleyò brought        

together faculty at the largest HSI in the state of Texas, University of Texas-Pan American 

(UTPA), and public school teachers to create a place-based curriculum.   Using the natural        

landscape and cultural   history of one of the most dynamic borderlands in the world as the main 

classroom laboratory, faculty housed in the CHAPS program (Community Historical Archaeology 

Project with Schools) helped guide elementary, middle school, and high school teachers to create 

lessons plans that would result in students who were archaeologically and historically literate     

citizens. Thus, the CHAPS program sought to impact students and the Rio Grande Valley through 

our work with local teachers. 

 

 UTPA is situated in the lower Rio Grande Valley in an area that is over 91% Hispanic and  

largely rural, with high levels of poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).  Roughly 30% of the         

individuals in the surrounding community are foreign-born, only 61.2% of persons over twenty-five 

are high school graduates, 15.6% of adults have a college degree, and 35.0% live below the poverty 

line (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). These demographic characteristics of the Rio Grande Valley lend 

support for the  necessity of this historical educational intervention. Further, understanding the   

academic outcomes of Hispanic students in rural communities is important given that much of the 

research to date focuses on ethnic minorities in urban settings despite the fact that rural             

communities throughout the U.S. are struggling to meet the needs of Hispanic students (Zuniga, 

Olson, & Winter, 2005). Moreover, working with Hispanic students from low  socioeconomic 

backgrounds is particularly important because socioeconomic status plays an important role in the 

achievement gap between ethnic minority students and their Anglo counterparts (Sirin, 2005).    

Together these characteristics put the children in our area at cumulative risk of not achieving      

academic success; however, research suggests that one way to enable students to overcome these 

risk factors is by making educational materials relevant to studentsô daily lives and their heritage.  
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 Guided by this knowledge the CHAPS program utilized the place-based education       

framework to help teachers develop curricula that integrates local heritage, culture, and               

environmental landscapes into lesson plans that meet state standards. The central tenant of place-

based education is that educational content should be linked to studentsô local communities and  

presented in an interdisciplinary fashion (Smith & Sobel, 2010;  The Place-Based Education     

Evaluation Collaborative, 2003). Situating learning within the context of the local community    

fosters studentsô attachment to their communities and positively impacts studentsô academic       

outcomes (Place-based Education Evaluation Collaborative, 2010; Smith & Sobel, 2010). Below 

we discuss the influence of place-based education on academic  outcomes and the impact of place-

based education on parental involvement and community connections. Within these sections we 

will discuss the theoretical rationale for the effectiveness of place-based education and highlight 

why place-based education is particularly important for Latino students.  

 

Place-based education and academic outcomes 

 

 The importance of integrating culturally and locally relevant curriculum is highlighted in the 

cognitive science literature as it pertains to mathematical knowledge. For example, Gustein and         

colleagues noted that an individualôs ability to learn and understand new concepts is dependent on 

the individualôs ability to ñmake the connections to their existing knowledgeò (Gustein, Lipman,            

Hernandez, & de los Reyes, 1997, p. 711). One network of knowledge that individuals can draw on 

are cultural experiences and locally relevant experiences (Gustein et al., 1997; Howard, 2001). 

Thus, it may be beneficial for concepts to be tied to studentsô cultural experiences. Indeed, at the 

college level, course content has been linked to ethnic minority individualsô decision to switch from 

engineering/science   majors to social sciences/humanities majors. Specifically, Syed (2010) found 

that students who strove to integrate their ethnicity and their major switched majors because course 

content in humanities and social sciences were perceived to allow students to explore their          

ethnicities. Taken together, this research suggests that it is important to include culturally relevant 

context into the curriculum.  

 

 Indeed, the implementation of place-based curricula has had demonstrated impacts on     

studentsô engagement and motivation and studentsô academic achievement (Place-based Education 

Evaluation Collaborative, 2010). With regard to student motivation, researchers have consistently 

revealed that   exposure to place-based education results in higher levels of academic motivation. 

For example, in a study in the Boston area, students reported that they were more enthusiastic to 

learn after they were   exposed to place-based curricula (Duffin and PEER Associates, 2007; Smith 

& Sobel, 2010). Further, Florida high school students enrolled in place-based education programs 

demonstrated larger increases in their academic motivation when compared to students who were 

not enrolled in place-based  programs (Athman & Monroe, 2004). These findings were replicated 
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with predominately Hispanic    low-income 6th graders; students enrolled in a program designed to 

increase students exposure to their local ecology demonstrated higher levels of academic            

motivation compared to students who were in the control groups (American Institutes of Research, 

2005). On a larger scale, place-based education       students enrolled in 40 schools throughout the 

US also demonstrated increased academic motivation (Lieberman & Hoody, 1998). The connection 

between educational content and academic motivation is in line with the notion that academic    

motivation is sensitive to context (Goodenow & Grady, 1993;  Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002).  

Further, this work alludes to the potential for utilizing place-based education programs  as an     

avenue to increase academic achievement, academic motivation is a predictor of academic success 

(Anderson & Keith, 1997; Wentzel, 1998). 

 

 When examining the relation between exposure to place-based educational programs and       

studentsô academic outcomes, place-based education has been found to be directly related to       

studentsô academic achievement. For instance, predominantly African American, low-income 4th 

graders  demonstrated and significant improvements in state standardized scores in English and 

Language Arts, Math, Science, and Social Studies after the school district provided place-based 

training in an attempt to increase studentsô math and science outcomes (Emekauwa, 2004a).     

Similar increases in standardized scores were found in a study of 40 schools across multiple states 

(Lieberman & Hoody, 1998). Indeed, some scholars have found that students enrolled in place-

based programs at school outperformed their counterparts in non-place-based programs on      

standardized test 72% of the time (State Education and Environment Roundtable, 2000). Further, 

improvements in academic outcomes stretch beyond  standardized test scores. Students in place-

based educational programs also demonstrated increases in grade point averages (Lieberman & 

Hoody, 1998) and enrollment in college post-graduation (Emekauwa, 2004b), while reporting    

reductions in drop-out rates (Emekauwa, 2004b) and disciplinary problems (Lieberman & Hoody, 

1998). Taken together, these findings highlight the beneficial impact of place-based education on 

studentsô academic outcomes.  

 

Place-based Education and Connections with Parents and Community  

 

 The benefits of place-based education are not limited to gains in studentsô behaviors inside 

the classroom. Place-based education also increases parental involvement and helps build ties to 

the local community (Place-based Education Evaluation Collaborative, 2010; Smith & Sobel, 

2010). The relation between parental involvement and place-based education is particularly        

important for Latino students as parental involvement has been found to be related to higher       

academic outcomes (Martinez, DeGarmo, & Eddy, 2004; Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994). Further, 

place-based education enables parents to increase their involvement in their childrenôs academic 

lives without leaving their homes. For example, through the use of oral histories, students are asked 
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to interview their parents and grandparents, which involves parents in their childrenôs academic 

lives. This is an important distinction as research has  traditionally focused on parental involvement 

as it relates to parents attendance at school functions or relies heavily on parents ability to help their 

children with their homework and parents knowledge of the US educational system (Perreira,    

Harris, & Lee, 2006). This is a problematic definition when focused on Latino students who come 

from low-income areas because their parents may not have been educated in the US (which limits 

their knowledge of the educational system) and they may not be employed in jobs that allow them 

the flexibility to leave work to attend school functions or volunteer on school campuses (Lee & 

Bowen, 2006). Thus, place-based education affords parents additional  opportunities to become  

involved in their studentsô academic lives.  

 

 In addition to fostering a connection between parents and students, place-based education      

programs also increase community connections. Many place-based programs increase studentsô 

knowledge about the local community by having students conduct projects in their local areas and     

interact with community members and leaders. For example, researchers who have sought to    

combine indigenous knowledge with science activities have integrated community members and 

tribal elders into school activities (Riggs, 2004).  Integrating the community into studentsô          

academic lives enables teachers to benefit from the resources that are available in the community 

(e.g., diversity of  backgrounds and facilities; Powers, 2004). Thus, place-based education programs 

allow communities to serve as resources for students and teachers. 

 

 By increasing parental involvement and building ties to the local community, place-based      

education enables students to acknowledge their community and cultural capital. To understand the   

importance of capital we can turn to the social capital perspective, which suggests that adolescents 

are able to benefit from resources (e.g., educational knowledge, material resources) through the               

relationships they have with their families, teachers, and peers (Coleman, 1988; Valenzuela &        

Dornbusch, 1994). Thus, in the case of oral-history assignments that require students to interview 

their parents, parentsô experiences (e.g. personal experiences that extend beyond their experience 

with the education system and number of years spent in schools) are integrated into their childrenôs 

academic lives and can be categorized as resources that Latino adolescentsô can benefit from via 

their relationships with their parents.  

 

 Further, building capital via studentsô relationships with their parents and their local              

communities may be especially important for Latino students because previous work has identified 

the Latino population as familistic in nature with strong relational orientations that emphasizes   

social relationships inside and outside the family (Cooper, 1999; Shweder, Goodnow, Hatano,  

LeVine, Markus, & Miller, 1998). This is demonstrated in research findings where Latinos from 

multiple ethnic origins reported higher levels of familism when compared to White participants 
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(Sabogal, Marin, Otero-Sabogal, Marin, & Perez-Stable, 1987). Moreover, even professional      

relationships are  characterized by more personal connections among individuals living in Mexican 

American communities compared to those in Anglo communities (Alegr²a & Woo, 2009). Given 

the importance placed on family and community, Latino students may benefit from place-based  

education programs because they foster parental involvement and connections with the local com-

munity.  Additionally,  acknowledging family and community resources is especially important for 

students in the Rio Grande Valley given the lack of financial resources that are available.  

 

Summer Workshop with Teachers 

 Guided by the reasons listed above, CHAPS elected to utilize place-based education to help 

guide the development of curricula for use in classrooms throughout the Rio Grande Valley. Eleven 

teachers participated in a summer workshop to help develop lesson plans that focused on local    

history and concepts. Participants taught in elementary (n=4), middle school (n=5), and high 

schools (n=2) throughout the Rio Grande Valley. During a two week summer workshop, teachers 

attended lectures regarding local history (see Chapter 3), attended field trips to local landmarks, 

conducted land title    research, and conducted an oral history with a local community member of 

their choice.  Based on their summer workshops, teachers were given an academic year to create 

and implement a lesson plan that integrated local history with state educational standards.  

 

 Lesson plans were designed to parallel the National Endowment for Humanitiesô             

EDSITEment (edsitement.neh.gov/) framework for lesson plans. Specifically, teachers were asked 

to create a lesson plan that included the following curriculum components: (1) brief introduction to 

the lesson plan, (2) guiding questions, (3) lesson objectives, (4) detailed background information on 

the historical topic, (5) preparation instructions, (6) lesson activities, (7) means of assessment, (8) 

skills that will be targeted, which also referenced state standards, and (9) additional resources (e.g., 

links, lists of reading) that    students or future teachers may wish to reference. Based on this  

framework, a 5th grade science teacher created a lesson on the history of the Rio Grande Valley 

(Part III-Aguilar), which she later integrated into lessons on soil erosion and material properties. 

Our 7th grade teachers focused on social studies and language arts concepts to provide a better    

understanding of memoir, corridos, life during a previous  historical time, the Mexican War, and   

border communities (Part III-Huff). Teachers also utilized oral history assignments to help foster 

studentsô understanding of the history of the Rio Grande Valley (Part III-Gritz).  Finally, our middle 

and high school social studies teachers developed lesson plans designed to enable  students to    

connect their family history to early colonization of the Rio Grande Valley and gain a better        

understanding of civil rights in the Rio Grande Valley (Part III-Bounous). The chapters that follow 

discuss the history of the Rio Grande Valley and methods to preserve our history. The book       

concludes with examples of the full lessons that were created by teachers who attended the ñFrom 

Porciones to Colonias: Curriculum Innovation in the Rio Grande Valleyò workshop. 
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Map courtesy of W. Eugene George author of Lost Architecture of the Rio Grande Borderlands  

Texas A&M Press www.tamupress.com (800) 826-8911 


