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Abstract: This paper explores how a place-based learning programme was scaled-up
from a local to national context, identifying the steps required for this to be effectively
accomplished. The Heritage Keepers programme is a national place-based learning
programme piloted in 2022 as part of a partnership between Burrenbeo Trust (located
in County Galway in the West of Ireland) and the Heritage Council of Ireland. This
paper provides details on the programme’s background, evaluation and outcomes; in
addition to discussing the findings regarding the scaling-up of a community stewardship
approach more generally. In outlining key considerations to scaling-up a place-based
learning initiative from a local to a national context, we reflect, in particular, on the
relevance of the experience for other initiatives looking to do similar. In considering
stewardship outcomes, the conditions through which actions were supported have
particular significance. The supports provided resulted in the completion of action
projects clearly displaying active stewardship practices amongst participants.

Keywords Community stewardship, scaling-up, place-based learning, collective action

Introduction

This paper engages discussion on the intersections between place-based learning,
stewardship, and community through the lens of a Burrenbeo community stewardship
initiative. In particular, data for this paper were collected as part of the 2022 national
piloting of the Heritage Keepers programme delivered by Burrenbeo in partnership
with the Heritage Council of Ireland. Burrenbeo is an independent membership charity
based in Kinvara, Co. Galway, working predominately in the Burren region in the West of
Ireland. Since 2008, the organisation has coordinated and delivered a series of initiatives
focused on engaging people with their places and helping to identify the community’s
role in caring for these places. This work has been completed through community and
school-based programmes including walks, talks, community festivals, training events,
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and conservation volunteering. Place-based learning! and community stewardship are
the concepts underpinning the work of Burrenbeo?. To that end, this paper considers how
aplace-based learning framework developed by Burrenbeo through the Heritage Keepers
programme, can be scaled-up (from a local to a national scale) to successfully engage local
community stewardship actions. We begin the paper by grounding relevant concepts in
existing literature (specifically place, stewardship and connectedness), before providing
an in-depth discussion of the Heritage Keepers programme. The results and discussion
sections subsequently address key findings that seek to position local stewardship actions
within a global context, moving towards an outline framework that can be replicated to
address diverse contextual needs across a variety of scales and settings.

Burrenbeo’s school-based education programmes have undergone a number of
iterations since their inception in 2008. Originally called Ecobeo, the programme started
as a 20-week course with fortnightly visits to schools by a range of local heritage experts
(for example geologists, archaeologists, historians, ecologists, farmers, business owners
and conservationists). Expensive to deliver and generally didactic, the programme was
redeveloped and became Aitbheo (living place), placing more emphasis on inquiry based,
active learning methodologies, and was delivered by Burrenbeo staff. The central aim
of this reconfiguration was to result in an action project by schools once the programme
was completed. More recently, the Aitbheo programme was further extended to move
beyond the classroom, for delivery to community groups. Between 2008 and 2018, 1,446
primary school students and 304 secondary school students completed a Burrenbeo
delivered programme (either Ecobeo or Aitbheo). However, research and practitioner
experience suggested that, given the need for widespread action on issues related to
biodiversity, climate, and heritage, extensive education programmes that do not address
direct actions in response, were less meaningful. Similarly, given concern amongst young
people around climate change (Hickman et al., 2021), education and supports that
facilitate action are now more important than ever. In an increasingly globalised world,
with associated environmental and societal concerns, place-based learning is proposed as
an approach that looks to address some of the challenges faced by contemporary society.
As anxiety around climate change, biodiversity loss and community fragmentation
receive more and more attention (Gidron & Hall, 2018; Panu, 2020), communities are
keen to do what they can to address ongoing concerns. However, without support, both in
terms of knowledge and finance, knowing where to start and knowing what is achievable,
can be challenging.

Considering these perspectives, this paper presents a case study of learnings from the
Heritage Keepers programme, a place-based learning initiative designed by Burrenbeo.
Providing an overview of the Heritage Keepers programme and sharing relevant findings
for future (similar) activities, this paper will be informative foracademics and practitioners
alike. The paper’s lead author has been employed by Burrenbeo Trust since 2012 and
in this time has engaged in development and dissemination of a variety of place-based

1 Burrenbeo developed a working definition for place-based learning as learning about the place, in the
place and for the place. This extends Lucas’ (1972) categorisation of environmental education as education
in, about and/or for the environment.

2 Further details on Burrenbeo can be found at www.burrenbeo.com.
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learning initiatives. In 2018, on commencing an Irish Research Council employment based
doctoral programme, a new role was developed and taken on by the lead author involving
practitioner research that ultimately resulted in the Heritage Keepers programme. The
programme was designed and piloted by the lead author before being implemented more
broadly within Burrenbeo, with delivery support and input on programme design from
additional staff facilitators. The emphasis on supporting community actions through
the Heritage Keepers programme is particularly relevant. We begin with an overview
of the relevant literature around place, stewardship and connectedness, followed by an
outline of the Heritage Keepers programme before concluding with the learnings from
the national piloting of the programme and some suggestions as to how such learnings
might be useful for similar initiatives.

Literature Review

For the purpose of this paper, we draw from literature addressing a number of concepts.
These include: place, stewardship and connectedness. This reflects the ethos of the
Heritage Keepers programme engaging themes at the intersection of each of these
concepts with a view to developing actionable plans for participating community and
school groups.

Place

The concept of place is central to this paper. Academic literature on place encompasses
a wide variety of considerations including physical place, place attachment, and place
identity (for further discussion see: Devine-Wright, 2009; Lewicka, 2011). While there
are many definitions, there is general consensus that place is distinct from other concepts
(such as space or environment) and encompasses the range of meanings and emotions
associated with a specific location by individuals or groups (Tuan, 1977). Space has
the capacity to be transformed into place as individuals experience, know, and create
meaningful attachment to it. In contemporary society, the conceptualisation of place is
further complicated by global mobility, including online ‘places,” leading to a reduced
rootedness to any specific geographical location (Relph, 2008; Augé, 2020; Orr, 1992).
Altman and Low (2012) associate place attachment with place identity, insideness,
sense of place and rootedness (among other themes), positing that place attachment
can foster and maintain group, community, and cultural identity (see also Carrus et
al., 2014). The impact of physical places on the development of a sense of place and
attachment to natural surroundings is also represented in this literature (Corcoran et al.,
2009). In the context of this paper, these ideas reflect research on ways to reconnect with
nature (Lumber et al., 2017), further emphasising the importance of examining pathways
to enhance our connection to nature for human wellbeing and pro-environmental
behaviours (Richardson, 2023). Place-based learning then has the potential to address
issues arising from contemporary concerns around our connection with the environment,
viewing people as an ecology within a cultural, political, social, and biological context
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(Woodhouse, 2001; Devine-Wright, 2013). Gruenewald (2003) emphasises the reciprocal
and influential dynamic between human culture and place, while Kyle and Chick (2007)
assert that socio-cultural bonds with specific places often flourish in the company of
significant individuals. They argue that meaning and emotional attachment to a place
manifest both cultural and individual identities. To isolate either culture or place without
recognising their intricate interrelationship overlooks the distinctiveness that culture
imparts to place. This connection (or disconnection as the case may be), underpins the
approach employed in this paper, and the Heritage Keepers programme that informs it.

Stewardship

Much has been written on the concept of stewardship but defining the term is dependent
on the context and discipline. Here, stewardship refers to the place-specific actions to
which individuals and communities directly contribute their time (Carnell & Mounsey,
2022). Burrenbeo programmes look specifically to community stewardship, where
people are working collectively on local stewardship actions rather than individual acts
of stewardship. Irrespective of context (and partly in response to the various different
definitions that exist) Bennett et al. (2018) have developed a useful framework for
considering the key elements of stewardship initiatives. While their research relates
specifically to environmental stewardship, this conceptual review and subsequent
analytical framework suggests that context, actors, motivations, capacity, actions, and
outcomes are the elements informing successful stewardship initiatives.

Also considering the multiple contexts for stewardship and looking to identify the
elements that connect them, Pecanha Enqvist et al. (2018) suggest care, knowledge,
and agency as critical elements for consideration in effective stewardship initiatives.
In this instance, care refers to a feeling of attachment and responsibility that people
hold in relation to their place. This is echoed in the findings of Masterson et al. (2017),
who consider the contribution that sense of place can have on stewardship behaviours.
Knowledge refers to necessary information and understandings about the place, which
must be delivered in an appropriate manner (i.e. one that is understandable to the
audience and relevant to the local context). Significantly, Schweizer et al. (2013) found
that a place-based approach had significant potential for encouraging climate change
actions, where the actions were situated in cultural values and beliefs, were meaningful
to the local audience, and encouraged specific action. The final dimension, agency, refers
to the ability and capacity of the community in question to enact change and complete
actions. This is also of importance when considered in relation to the work of Haggard
and Tsakiris (2009) who identify individual action and sense of agency as having the
capacity to impact both individual and collective action. In developing the Heritage
Keepers programme, the above elements were considered collectively and incorporated
into both the ethos and practical delivery of the initiative.

Central to this care, knowledge, agency framework is an acknowledgement that if
we want people to take action, knowledge (or awareness) on its own is not sufficient
(Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020). Instead, a meaningful place-based
approach is required where people care about what is happening in their place, and have
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sufficient knowledge to operationalise the ability to act (Khadka et al., 2021).This speaks
directly to the notion that education will not be sufficient in addressing some of the issues
faced by contemporary society, issues such as environmental and societal challenges
(biodiversity loss, climate change, community fragmentation, inequality, among many
others). While government action is required, there is also an important role for on-the-
ground and grassroot community-led initiatives to address such challenges. The UNESCO
2020 Education for Sustainable Development Roadmap emphasises how meaningful
transformation and action in terms of sustainable development is most likely to occur at
community level. Considering climate change action specifically, Pickering et al. (2021)
found that when young people had understanding around causes of climate change and
knowledge of specific actions their sense of agency was increased. They recommended
educational initiatives that highlight the positive and significant impacts which individual
behaviours can have as a way of encouraging further action. Locally adapted solutions,
alongside a combination of bottom-up and top-down actions are deemed essential
(Pereira et al., 2021).

Connectedness

A further important element in considering the possibilities for stewardship is the idea
of collective effort (Pecanha Enqvist et al., 2018), where those that are taking action
are supported to feel part of a network who are both equally concerned and taking
similar action, amplifying their impact through collective efficacy (Bandura, 2000).
Coupled with this, the findings of Gallagher & Cattelino (2020) speak to the apparent
contradictions between the desire for action and the feeling that individual actions are
inadequate to address global problems. These authors further emphasise the importance
of a collective approach —where behavioural change and action is based on an expectation
that others are doing similar, resulting in a cumulative effect. Of significance to the work
of Burrenbeo, is the suggestion by Diener and Hagen (2022), that a sense of place that
embodies identities, meaning and belonging, is connected not only to the place, but also
to the connections and networks that exist within and between communities and other
organisations. If we are looking to encourage and support community action, we must
consider not just the finances available to communities but also their human resources,
networks, partnerships, and physical infrastructure (Verlinghieri, 2020). This is echoed
in the work of Toomey (2023), who argued that facts will not change minds around
conservation issues and that if the necessary changes in how we engage with our places
and environments are to be realised, social networks, emotions and connections are
fundamental.

As outlined above, the concepts of place, stewardship and connectedness are central
to the design of the Heritage Keepers programme and essentially provide a contextual
backdrop for the programme’s work. Highlighting the significance of place as a lens
through which stewardship actions can be initiated, is further considered in terms of
the role which connecting participants through networks can play in enhancing active
citizenship behaviours. These ideas are further explored and developed throughout this

paper.
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The Heritage Keepers Programme

Burrenbeo’s Heritage Keepers programme stems from over a decade’s experience
working with schools and communities on place-based learning initiatives. Heritage
Keepers is an educational programme, developed by Burrenbeo that essentially supports
the development of community-based actions (for specific content delivered as part of
the programme see Table 1)3. The programme is built around principles of discovery and
learning, critical thinking, problem solving, planning and project support to ensure that
programme outcomes are achieved. It incorporates the key elements of care, knowledge,
agency, and collective action (as discussed in the previous section). The following
discussion engages the Heritage Keepers programme, identifying key learnings as they
emerged from a piloted national delivery of the programme. Discussion incorporates
details on programme outcomes, the impact of scaling-up actions (from local to national
contexts), and the resulting guiding principles for activists, practitioners and academics
looking to support (similar) community stewardship projects.

Heritage Keepers emerged from the delivery experiences of place-based learning
programmes at Burrenbeo in the Burren region. The programme was piloted nationally
in 2022 (in partnership with the Heritage Council) and represents a national initiative to
support schools and communities to take local action for heritage (among other associated
themes). Heritage Keepers consists of a series of workshops for the development of a local
action plan. Table 1 below provides an outline of the programme’s content. Following
the completion of workshops, groups can then apply for funding to complete their plans
and during the process of completion receive ongoing mentoring from Burrenbeo. In
the context of the Heritage Keepers programme the term group refers to a multitude
of diverse collectives and group representatives. Groups included: primary and post
primary (secondary) school classes (often represented by class teachers); adults who
represented an already established community group (for example a local Tidy Towns
group); and adult representatives who had come together to engage collective action
specifically to complete the Heritage Keepers programme. In other instances, community
groups sent representatives to the workshops to learn about programme delivery; these
representatives became newly trained facilitators or teachers who then returned to their
communities and delivered the programme in their locale (similar to train-the-trainer
initiatives). Workshops associated with the programme are 10 hours in length (usually
delivered once a week, over five two-hour sessions) and were delivered to primary school,
post-primary (secondary) school and adult community groups, both online and in person,
as well as to teachers and facilitators (who then returned to their own community setting
and delivered the programme). Interested groups and their associated representatives
were invited to complete an expression of interest form to essentially apply to participate
in the programme. This call was promoted nationally through various media channels
and also disseminated through established networks and contacts. In the first instance,
numerous expressions of interest were received for the pilot. There were 91 applications
responding to the first expression of interest call for participation; 32 from adult

3 A detailed overview of the evolution of Burrenbeo learning programmes can be found in Bird (2024).
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community groups, 16 from primary schools, 10 from post-primary (secondary) schools
and 33 from teachers and facilitators who had delivered the programme in their own
communities following training. Capacity issues necessitated a lottery system for the
selection of participants from those who had successfully completed the expression of
interest form. There was a total of 5 places for primary school classes, 5 for post-primary
(secondary) school classes, 10 for adult community groups (with each group comprising
6-10 members) and 35 for teachers and facilitators who were trained by Burrenbeo
representatives to deliver the programme in their own communities.

As a result of the lottery process, participants for the pilot were located across Ireland
with community groups from 18 counties in both urban and rural settings represented.
During the workshops, community groups and/or their representatives considered their
local place, were introduced to resources where they could learn more about their local
built, natural, and cultural heritage, questioned how they wanted their place to be in
the future, and finally, planned actions to facilitate this visioned future. Workshops
are engaging and interactive, aiming to share a concept (community stewardship) and
a process around community engagement with heritage and the environment to work
collaboratively on identifying and addressing concerns in participants’ local areas.
Essentially, successful action plans developed through the workshops, by workshop
participants (rather than people coming to the programme with definite actions already
in mind).

The following table provides an overview of content for the Heritage Keepers
workshops.

Table 1 Content overview of the Heritage Keepers Programme. Each component is presented
as a 2-hour workshop.

The Heritage Keepers Programme

1. Introduction and My Place

This workshop introduces participants to the Heritage Keepers approach. Participants begin to
consider the layers of their place, what they like or dislike about their place and the local assets which
exist within their place.

2. Culture and the Past

Using a variety of online resources participants investigate what life was like in their place in the
past. They learn about ancestral legacy, the stories and folklore, and monuments and buildings in their
place.

3. Biodiversity and Land Use
With a focus on natural heritage participants look to identify changes in land use and local
environments, and are encouraged to think about what they can do to protect biodiversity locally.

4. The Future

Having considered the present day contexts of their places participants look to the future to think
through how they would like their future places to exist. Initial ideas for action plans are discussed and
a framework for moving them forward is shared by the workshop facilitator.

5. Planning for Action
Participants look to finalise local action plans as well as discussing how to engage the wider community
and sharing some inspiration from actions already taken.
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Workshop content (Table 1) drew from a number of areas of expertise; firstly content
was developed based on the lead author’s expertise (both in terms of delivering place-based
learning initiatives and in relation to knowledge of the Burren region); secondly content
was developed as a result of engagement with practical training opportunities engaged by
staff, in addition to being informed by academic and practitioner literature in this field (e.g.
Smith & Sobel (2010) and Sobel (2017)). All workshops were facilitated by the Burrenbeo
Trust team. The workshops were designed with active learning methodologies, involving
facilitator-led instruction followed by group and/or group representative engagement in
various tasks (discussion, debate, introduction and utilisation of online and local resources
and information). While the content deliberately focuses on consideration of local places
through a heritage lens, by their nature these topics allow for wider consideration of more
global issues, with the programme creating a space for discussion of, and projects relating
to, climate change and sustainability more broadly.

The objectives of the Heritage Keepers programme pilot include:

Provide place-based learning opportunities and ongoing mentorship to participating

community groups across Ireland.

Stimulate local community stewardship actions within these communities through

micro grants of up €1000.

Empower communities to become local leaders through local ‘Place Day’ events where

they show their work to others.

Develop and implement a Theory of Change* for assessment and evaluation of the

Heritage Keepers programme.

Make recommendations for the wider implementation of learnings from the pilot

project.

Build a place-based learning community in Ireland which works to inform policy,

research, and good practice.

The anticipated outcomes for programme participants included: enhanced
connection to, and pride of, local place; awareness of and within local place (including
heritage, community, environmental components); ability to research and learn about
local place; understanding risks, threats and opportunities in relation to local heritage
and environment (and more global links); empowerment around action on local issues;
and increased local community stewardship. These outcomes were anticipated during
the planning stages for the Heritage Keepers programme using the Theory of Change
approach. A Theory of Change is a comprehensive and dynamic tool frequently used in
programme planning, implementation, and evaluation (Anderson & Harris, 2005). It
goes beyond merely outlining the desired outcomes of a programme or intervention;
rather it delves into the underlying assumptions and causal mechanisms that drive
change. By systematically articulating how and why a programme works to achieve its
desired outcomes, it enables stakeholders to make informed decisions and maximise

4 A Theory of Change looks to explain how a change (of behaviour, attitude, in knowledge etc.) will occur.
It considers how and why a programme works to achieve the desired outcomes (Anderson & Harris,
2005) and is discussed in the next paragraph in the context of how this works for the Heritage Keepers
programme.and adhered to the standard processes and practices associated with this type of research.
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the impact of their interventions. For a small organisation like Burrenbeo, with limited
resources and capacity, the approach provides a useful framework for building effective
programmes. The Theory of Change approach was used to develop the Heritage Keepers
programme in conjunction with external evaluators, outlining projected programme
inputs from Burrenbeo, in addition to anticipated outcomes for participants. Developing
the Theory of Change in advance of the programme also provided structure for the
programme evaluation (assisted by and through engagement with external evaluators
from the programme’s inception), assessing the degree to which projected outcomes
were achieved, as well as the identification of unanticipated outcomes.

Following completion of the workshops follow up support (through email, phone
contact, and dedicated online Q&A sessions) for any of the community groups and/or
their representatives was available to help finalise ‘PLACE plans’ and complete funding
applications. Adapted from the well-known SMART plan (Doran, 1981; for more recent
discussion see: Addison et al., 2020, Bjerke & Renger, 2017), identifying specific,
measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound objectives when planning, PLACE
plans are a simple tool developed by Burrenbeo for all participating community groups
to advance their local action plan. While addressing similar planning elements to the
SMART plan, Burrenbeo felt a more specific and relevant acronym would help groups
relate to the process. The PLACE plan acronym developed by Burrenbeo refers to Project,
Logic, Activities, Committee and Evaluation, and represent the headings that community
groups must address as part of their action plan.

An important element of the programme was the delivery of micro grants (if
required) to facilitate the completion of actions outlined through PLACE plans. Funding
up to a maximum of €1000 was provided to any group that applied, based on pro
forma invoices (from a maximum of three suppliers); this ensured that community
groups were not obliged to cover any costs of implementing the PLACE plan up front.
Many community groups may not have bank accounts or access to funds, and so this
is vital as it ensures transparency and efficiency around finances (i.e. grants are not
sent to individual group member bank accounts and therefore individuals do not have
to cover costs and be reimbursed later). More often than not community grants work
from the principle of reimbursement based on receipts, this is problematic. The micro
grant scheme requires a simple one-page application, this was a conscious effort to keep
the required administration for the organisation and applying community groups to a
minimum. Groups were also encouraged to take local fieldtrips to the sites they had been
learning about and funding was made available for this. Facilitation of local fieldtrips was
deemed important in recognition of a complete place-based learning approach, where
the groups also got to learn ‘in’ their place as well as learning ‘about’ and ‘for’ their places.
The fieldtrips allowed participants all over Ireland to visit and learn about the local sites
of significance to them. In total 19 grants were awarded in 2022, totalling €15,429.83,
in addition to four grants for fieldtrips totalling €1400. This was funded by the Heritage
Council through the partnership agreement.
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A synopsis of the stages involved in the Heritage Keepers methodology is included in
Figure 1 below.

Q&A session Prospective Places allocated
Workshop Programme facilitated by participants based on lottery
content agreed by | =» | advertisements | =) Burrenbeo for -> complete from completed
Burrenbeo Staff circulated anyone interested Expression of Expressions of
in participating Interest Form Interest
d
Participants Feedback given PLACE Plans Workshops Participants
complete post « on submissions. « and funding P completed complete pre
programme Approval of applications resulting in PLACE programme
surveys applications submitted plans surveys
2
PLACE plans Post PLACE plan
Grant pavments operationalised reports including Burrenbeo analyse
pay -> with ongoing -> photographs = | data and report on
made .
support from submitted by programme
Burrenbeo participants

Figure 1. Stages involved in Heritage Keepers Methodology

The final element of the programme was the Heritage Keepers inclusion in the
‘Communities for Heritage’ networking and skills day which was hosted by Burrenbeo
in Corofin, Co. Clare during National Heritage Week on the 20" of August 2022. Over
the course of a day, community groups from around Ireland came together to meet and
learn from each other. While the original intention for Heritage Keepers was that each
community would hold their own celebration day (a Place Day), it became apparent that
while some still did this, it was not practical to expect every community to do it due to
external pressures around time and availability. Ultimately it emerged (reflecting the
research of Pecanha Enqyvist et al. (2018) around a sense of collective action), that the
community groups were particularly interested in meeting other groups and sharing their
stories and prioritised this by attending the ‘Communities for Heritage’ event over the
individual Place Days.

Programme Evaluation and Data Collection

Given that the Heritage Keepers programme was delivered as a national pilot, programme
evaluation was necessary to ensure future learning. The evaluation of Heritage Keepers
engaged two sources. Firstly, Burrenbeo staff working on the programme provided
feedback via focus group. The four staff members involved in facilitation shared and
discussed the elements of the programme they perceived as successful and those that were
less so. Secondly, data on the experience of community groups and their representatives
were gathered through a pre- and post-programme survey. Group representatives were
asked a series of questions in relation to their experience of the programme, to assess
if programme outcomes had been achieved®. The evaluation process was also informed
by consultation with an external evaluator who assisted in the development of the
programme (as per the approach advocated by a Theory of Change) and survey tools®.
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Pre- and post-programme surveys were designed to evaluate the Heritage Keepers
programme. Given the diverse community groups engaging the programme (both young
and old), one survey was designed for distribution to adults, and the other was created for
children and young people. We prioritised informed consent, voluntary participation and
anonymity when conducting the surveys. The survey for young people had less questions
and used adapted and accessible language. There was a combination of online and paper
completions. The surveys included closed and open-ended questions, asking participants
to indicate their feelings, knowledge, and actions in relation to local heritage, community
and environment using Likert scale questions and open responses. Questions included
asking participants to rate the degree to which they feel part of their local community, are
proud of where they live, are motivated to take action on local issues, are overwhelmed
by climate change and biodiversity loss, and to indicate their level of knowledge on
heritage in their local area, effectively engaging local community and accessing funding
for a community project. In total, 252 participants provided data at the pre-programme
stage, and 138 participants gave responses at the post-programme stage. The drop in
responses was mainly due to difficultly getting the online participants to complete the
post-programme surveys.

Summary of key characteristics from the Heritage Keepers national pilot

Expressions of interest 91
received from participants
5 x Primary Schools (4 in person & 1 online) 119 participants
4 x Secondary Schools (3 in person & 1 online) 73 participants
Participants 10 x Community Groups (3 in person & 7 online) 64 participants
Facilitators/Educators (25 in person & 9 online) 34 participants
Total 287
Programme delivery hours 90 hours schools + 70 hours adults = 160 hours total
Project support hours (email
and phone communication, c.35
and online Q&A sessions)
PLACE plans submitted 24
Grants awarded (all that 19
applied were awarded)
Primary School 84
Pre programme surveys Secondary School 6o
comp le%ed Y Community Groups 81
P Facilitators/Educators 27
Total 252
Primary School 38
Secondary School 42
Post programme surveys :
completed Community Groups 31
Facilitators/Educators 27
Total 138
Attendees at Communities
- 88
for Heritage event

5 For discussion on the evaluation of place-based learning see Bird et al. (2022).

6 Please note this work received ethical approval from the University of Galway’s Research Ethics Committee
and adhered to the standard processes and practices associated with this type of research.
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Results

A detailed programme evaluation report was completed and has informed subsequent
iterations of the Heritage Keepers programme. The evaluation combined feedback
and observations from participating community groups and staff from Burrenbeo. The
quantitative data (based on the Likert scale responses) were graphed to compare the pre
and post Heritage Keepers survey responses. The qualitative data were analysed using
iterative coding based on the constant comparative method (Fram, 2013), allowing
for in-depth exploration and comparison of the data to identify any themes arising.
Consideration of the desired programme outcomes and whether these were achieved
formed the basis of discussion of the evaluation results. For the purposes of this paper, the
focus is on the final two outcomes that focus on stewardship actions that the programme
hoped to achieve: empowerment around action on local issues and increased local
community stewardship.

Anticipated programme outcomes for community groups engaging the Heritage
Keepers programme included: enhanced connection to, and pride of, local place;
awareness of components of local place (heritage, community, environment); ability to
research and learn about local place; understanding of risks, threats and opportunities
in relation to local heritage (in global perspective); empowerment around action on
local issues; and increased local community stewardship. As discussed above, the first
four outcomes were measured using a comparison between a pre (n=252) and post-
programme (n=138) survey. The resulting data was read as a single set of responses,
combining all community group feedback and observations. We acknowledge that this
approach is not without its limitations, it essentially presumes homogeneity between the
community groups (groups that include children, young people and adults — a diversity of
voices and life stages) when this is not necessarily the case. However, in the context of the
Heritage Keepers pre- and post-programme surveys, when the data was analysed, there
were no significant differences between the adult responses and those of children and
young people. As a result, the presented data relates to the Heritage Keepers programme
in its entirety.

The analysis and evaluation of this data ultimately reveals little difference in pre- and
post-programme ratings of participants in relation to several of the desired outcomes
particularly around enhanced connection to and pride of local place, perhaps pointing
to a self-selection effect amongst the participants. The difficulties around evaluating
place-based initiatives has been considered previously (Heery et al., 2018), as has the
self-selection bias in programme outcome evaluation (Meyer et al., 2019). For example,
in this context, one question asked participants about their level of pride in their local
area. On reflection, it is likely that people who chose to take part in Heritage Keepers
were already proud of where they lived and wanted to help their communities.

However, there were two areas where the results did show a difference between
pre and post-programme surveys. The first is around awareness of components of local
place (heritage, community, and environment). Across the various community group
representatives completing the post-programme survey, 52% of participants reported
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that their knowledge had increased as a result of their participation. In particular, 79% of
those responding to the survey indicated that they had learned a significant amount about
resources for finding out more about heritage in their local area. As illustrated in Figure
2 below, the majority of survey respondents had a positive experience of the Heritage
Keepers programme. Respondents were asked to indicate on a scale from one to five how
much they agreed with the statements ‘I found the programme informative and relevant’,
‘I found the programme enjoyable’ and ‘T would recommend this programme to a friend’.
As indicated below, over 80% of all participants strongly agreed that the programme was
informative, enjoyable, and they would recommend Heritage Keepers to a friend.

Figure 2 Participant Response on their General Experience of Heritage Keepers

B | found the programme
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Respondents were also asked to comment specifically on elements of the programme
which they liked or disliked. The responses were analysed and a number of themes were
identified. The elements participants liked included:

Discovering resources for learning about their local place

Fieldtrips/being outdoors/being in their local place
All aspects of the course

Interacting/meeting others/learning from others
Planning for action/ working in groups

Learning about/considering their local place.

In contrast, the main themes identified in relation to elements people didn’t like included:
Preferring in person delivery/having issues with internet connection
The level of engagement — too much writing, class, listening
Programme not meeting their expectations.
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Central to Heritage Keepers is the empowerment of communities so that they feel
motivated and supported to take meaningful local actions. This is done through the
workshops, provision of micro financing and project support. The actions undertaken by
the groups clearly demonstrate that this was achieved. The resulting actions completed
by the diverse groups included an extensive oral history recording project, a local
heritage trail developed by school children, publications on local legends, monuments
and biodiversity, and a day long community celebration of a local hero. The full list
of projects is included in Table 3 below. Of the 24 submitted PLACE plans, only those
that requested and were granted funding were required to complete a report on their
actions so it is possible that the other 5 groups did also go on to complete their planned
actions but this cannot be verified (something which will be addressed in subsequent
programme iterations, resulting in a more complete record of the actions undertaken and
conditions necessary for such action). All submitted grant applications were assessed by
two Burrenbeo staff members. The applications were considered in conjunction with the
details included in the corresponding PLACE plan and in relation to guidelines around
responsible procurement and value for money which had been supplied to all community
group applicants.

The projects, planned and delivered by the schools and communities, display a range
of meaningful actions undertaken for the conservation and celebration of Ireland’s
heritage. While workshop sessions allowed for exploration, learning and careful
consideration of the possibilities and issues which existed in local areas, the provision
of project support (through email and phone communication, and online Q&A sessions)
and microfinancing proved vital elements in the empowerment of groups who ultimately
carried out the community stewardship activities. Participants also reported an increase
in local community stewardship, with participants indicating that they have engaged
with other people taking action to improve their local environment in the last month. This
rose from 31% in the pre-survey to 52% in the post programme survey; those reporting a
‘not at all’ response to the same questions dropped from 10% to 2%.



Irish Geography

Projects completed by Heritage Keepers Groups

County Grant Amount | Details
0 . Build two wooden benches and planters in
Community Group | Tipperary €980 heritage area of village.
Community Group | Clare €914 Local w1ldl1fe_ survey and workshops to school
and community on same. Brochure produced.
Community Group | Cork €1,000 Oral history project (including training
workshops).
Community Group | Waterford €999.99 Fieldtrip for 6 local primary schools to local
farmers.
. Design and installation of interpretive signage
Community Group |Roscommon | €750 for local flora and fauna.
Community Group | Wexford €998.80 Des1gn. anc.i hand. build a small rustic shelter for
local viewing point.
National School Galway €760 Write, illustrate and print a local history
booklet.
National School Mayo €916 Map the_crowsfee's / ben_chmarks in local town
and design and print trail map of same.
National School Waterford €192.15 Design heritage trails and create trail brochure.
Secondary School | Roscommon | €219.08 Make wooden bird boxes and bat boxes and
install them on schools grounds.
Facilitator Kilkenny €910.31 Reco.rd historic stone carvings and design and
publish booklet.
Facilitator Cork €768.75 Design and print local natural heritage booklet.
Facilitator Roscommon | €916.35 Des]gn and print pull ups detailing local
environment.
Facilitator Tipperary €644.40 Design, print and install 3 heritage information
panels.
Facilitator Clare €760 Design 3 heritage trail w.1th corpmlssmned
drone pictures and publish online.
Facilitator Clare €1,000 Des_lgn anfj install information signage at local
heritage site.
Facilitator Clare €700 Hold commemoration day for local historic
figure.
Facilitator Clare €1.000 Pu'bllsh local c'ultural heritage material and
print local heritage map.
Educator Galway €1,000 Create a new school garden.
Total €15,429.83
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‘*Communities for Heritage’ Event Evaluation

The Heritage Keepers programme cycle concluded with a wider celebration of community
volunteering and heritage action with the ‘Communities for Heritage’ event (August
2022), held as part of National Heritage Week. Community groups from around Ireland
were invited to come together to learn, network and showcase the actions which are and
can be taken on local heritage projects. The Heritage Keepers community groups were
given an opportunity to speak about the projects they had undertaken, sharing their
experience with others, networking and learning together.

Participant feedback on the event (obtained post event via an online survey) indicated
that all participants found the event useful for networking; 96% found that the event
had increased their knowledge of heritage and community action and 96% would
attend a similar event in the future. The ‘Communities for Heritage’ event has particular
significance when considered in terms of the research around a feeling of collective action.
For groups that were participating remotely, this event brought them together to share
their experience and learn from others. The importance of a sense of collective action as
mentioned earlier in this paper, is something we subsequently return to in the discussion
section. Based on the piloting experience outlined above, in 2023 the Heritage Keepers
programme delivery concentrated on primary schools, youth groups and community
groups and a total of 45 groups were invited to participate in the workshops beginning in
January 2023.

Discussion

There are a number of areas for discussion arising from the development and delivery
of the Heritage Keepers programme. Building on years of local community stewardship
initiatives, piloting the scaling-up of the Heritage Keepers programme for a national
audience, provides useful learnings for researchers and others looking to engage similar
initiatives. The following section includes a discussion on the importance of developing
organisational knowledge, before considering how this might inform, and allow for, the
evolution and adaptation required to scale-up similar educational, community focused
programmes. The discussion then moves to initial findings from this experience in
relation to the conditions required for supporting community stewardship, particularly
around ideas for providing appropriate knowledge, supporting agency and the power of
collective action.

Regarding the experience of adapting and scaling-up a local initiative to a national
level, Burrenbeo has considerable experience coordinating and delivering local education
programmes. However, the Heritage Keepers national pilot presented questions in terms
of how best to achieve the desired outcomes on a national scale given the organisation’s
capacity and resources. Would Burrenbeo staff deliver the programme or train others to do
so? Would Burrenbeo staff travel to locations or deliver online? How much post workshop
support would groups require to complete their action projects? The learnings from the
pilot and the breadth of delivery methods and participants engaged, resulted in sufficient
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data to determine the best course of action for future iterations (for example, in person,
online or blended delivery; suitability for primary or secondary school; suitable times for
community delivery). The importance of and potential learnings from undertaking pilot
programmes is something which is recognised across many fields (Malmqvist et al., 2019)
and beginning with a pilot is an approach we would advocate if considering scaling-up.
It is worth noting that such scaling-up was possible due to the development of
organisational knowledge over time. Organisational knowledge creation is a dynamic
ongoing process, and in multidisciplinary organisations, such as Burrenbeo, represents
one of its most valuable resources (Fong, 2003). The education programmes from
Burrenbeo had already been through a number of iterations, from Ecobeo to Aitbheo
before Heritage Keepers was developed. Over this time, staff had also been engaged with
a number of research projects. This experience informed the design and development
of the Heritage Keepers programme. While impossible to measure, it is unlikely that the
programme and all the related processes and considerations, could have been arrived at
when Burrenbeo’s original education programmes were being developed. These learnings
are unpacked in greater detail in Bird et al. (2022), which further emphasises the need for
long-term evaluation and programme development. It is perhaps even more significant
to allow for more long-term, longitudinal programme development when considering
scaling-up initiatives, so that sufficient time is allowed for knowledge creation to occur.
As discussed by List (2022), significant scaling-up of an idea can require and result in
a degree of dilution from the original. The experience of scaling-up the Heritage Keepers
programme resulted in evolving and adapting existing models and initiatives to meet
the expanded reach — both geographically and numerically. Moving from local delivery
to a small number of participants to a national delivery with a more diverse cohort,
required careful consideration. Deciding what was essential, what could be lost and how
the programme could best be delivered at scale has been fundamental to the piloting
of Heritage Keepers (and reflects the influence of a Theory of Change approach). The
trialling of multiple delivery methods then provided a basis for determining which was
most effective. Finally, consideration of the evaluation outcomes will inform subsequent
programme iterations. As a result, the content is now adaptable to any audience,
materials are designed to ensure efficiencies of time and resources, and the processes for
participants (from initial expression of interest, to application, workshop participation,
PLACE plan and grant submission, and project completion) have been streamlined to an
extent that means the outcomes, expectations, and timeframe are realistic and achievable.
The Heritage Keepers programme now has all the elements described by Pecanha
Enqvist et al. (2018) as being required to ensure community stewardship is achievable.
Participating community groups have been seen to care sufficiently in volunteering their
time to participate (and ultimately complete their action projects), but even when this
is not a choice they have made (particularly for school children), the programme allows
them to consider their own personal feelings around their local place and it’s heritage.
Significantly, the programme also highlights the potential for participating community
groups to achieve change. This is particularly noteworthy if considered alongside the
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literature in relation to climate anxiety discussed in the opening sections (Hickman et
al., 2021; Gidron & Hall, 2018; Panu, 2020). Through participation, and the completion
of actions that address issues broadly relating to climate and sustainability (particularly
around biodiversity loss), those that completed their action projects felt like their actions
could make a difference. The knowledge gained through participation in the Heritage
Keepers programme is locally relevant and delivered in a way that is easily understood
by all. To this end, a supporting resource book and video tutors on some of the websites
used (such as www.heritagemaps.ie and www.duchas.ie) have also been developed. For
many participating community groups, the Heritage Keepers programme will merely be
the introduction to investigating local built, natural and cultural heritage, with capacity
for groups and their representatives to continue to learn more themselves. Others may
have significant knowledge already in one or more areas included in the programme but
may not previously have considered them holistically. The Heritage Keepers programme
acknowledges the various types of knowledge within communities and supports
this through conscious provision of new knowledge, which is practical, relevant and
accessible. This intersection of technical and other forms of knowledge is something
which environmental organisations often negotiate (Eden et al., 2006).

The importance of agency, which is the final element discussed by Pecanha Enqvist
et al. (2018), has been further highlighted in the piloting of this programme. While
Burrenbeo’s previous education programmes suggested why people should undertake
local actions, there was not sufficient (or at times any) support for them to do so.
Heritage Keepers, in providing a structure, ongoing support and finances, has overcome
this obstacle. When considered in terms of community stewardship, this speaks to the
role that additional supports play in moving people from attitudes to actions. This is a
topic which has been widely considered in terms of both moving from research to action
(Van Kerkhoff & Lebel, 2006), the value-action gap between policy and local action
(Blake, 1999) and approaches to encouraging pro-environmental behaviours (Grilli &
Curtis, 2021). From our experience, the additional support provided when groups were
completing their actions meant that almost all groups were able to complete their actions.
Despite the diverse and eclectic participating community groups (some well-established
in their locality and others in their infancy), with guidance, all were able to develop an
achievable plan based on their specific capacities. The positive effect of the supports
provided by the Heritage Keepers structure may increase over time, as the programme
network continues to expand and participants are inspired by both the actions completed,
as well as the growing sense of collective efficacy where more is achieved by virtue of
collective action. The feedback from the ‘Communities for Heritage’ event (and the value
which participants placed on this opportunity) further emphasises this point. This idea
of a ‘movement’ or network being a significant element in strengthening environmental
actions is acknowledged (Saunders, 2013) and warrants consideration for those looking
to achieve similar outcomes.
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Conclusion

Considering the discussion and results in relation to the possible outcomes of place-based
learning within community stewardship initiatives (useful for similar programmes),
the following observations arise. The Heritage Keepers programme has been shown to
successfully empower community stewardship. The combination of workshops, ongoing
support and microfinancing allows communities to carry out meaningful actions which
might otherwise have been unachievable. The sense that groups are participating
in something more than just their own action and that they can learn from and share
with other groups is significant. There is evidence supporting the role that networks,
peer learning and discussion groups, play in encouraging behavioural change around
conservation and heritage issues (Toomey, 2023); this was also evident through the
Heritage Keepers programme. This is significant for others looking to implement similar
programmes or achieve similar outcomes reflecting the importance and power of bringing
participants together to learn from each other through collective action.

The concept of agency stands as a pivotal consideration in any community stewardship
undertaking. The Heritage Keepers programme plays a crucial role in nurturing agency
by providing a structured framework for discussion, decision-making processes, and the
requisite support for translating decisions into actions. Nevertheless, it is important to
acknowledge that in the broader context of scaling-up, it is the agency element which
imposes limitations on the achievable scale. The capacity to meet the demands of all the
groups wishing to participate in a programme such as Heritage Keepers is constrained
by the availability of funds for microfinancing, as well as the constraints of staff capacity
associated with providing adequate support to groups throughout the project completion
process. In the context of community stewardship and scaling-up, careful consideration
of developing and supporting participating group’s agency is vital.

This paper unpacks a range of ideas relating to scaling-up community based
educational programmes. We also point towards the need for further research on
themes exploring people’s willingness to participate, the legacy and sustainability of
actions catalysed by participation, and the broader role of supporting organisations and
structures in anchoring community action. Community stewardship has the potential
to address a wide range of issues. Engaging and empowering communities around local
concerns has benefits for communities and their localities. The experience of the pilot
scaling-up of Heritage Keepers has been very informative for community stewardship
initiatives more broadly. Ultimately, the programme framework outlined throughout this
paper has the capacity to be replicated and employed across a wide range of settings, with
the central aim of achieving community stewardship outcomes at a variety of scales and
over a multitude of diverse contexts.
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