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This study examines the implementation of place-based education in rural English teaching in China through a mixed-methods approach, encompassing surveys and interviews with rural middle school students and teachers. The findings reveal significant challenges, including the disconnection between English education and local culture, the limited integration of local knowledge into textbooks, and the absence of localized professional development for educators, etc. Both students and teachers report insufficient incorporation of local cultural elements into English classes, which adversely affects learning engagement and cultural identity formation. To address these issues, the study proposes a “Dual-Core” approach. The first core focuses on establishing an educational team that prioritizes optimizing decision-making processes, integrating resources, and refining evaluation systems. The second core emphasizes enhancing teachers’ and students’ awareness of local culture through targeted beliefs training, preparation training, and curriculum training. These measures aim to enhance teaching effectiveness, strengthen students’ connection to their communities, and contribute to rural revitalization efforts. This research provides actionable recommendations for advancing English education in rural areas, promoting educational equity, and fostering cultural sustainability.
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1 Introduction

Place-based education (PBE) emerges as a transformative approach to integrating local cultural, ecological, and social elements into teaching, particularly in rural settings. By connecting education with students’ lived realities, PBE enhances the relevance of teaching and fosters a deeper sense of community engagement and cultural identity (Sobel, 2004; Ding et al., 2023b). In the context of China’s rural education, this disconnect is particularly pronounced in English language classrooms, where abstract, decontextualized curricula often bear little relevance to students’ daily lives or local knowledge systems (Zhang, 2022; Liu, 2023; Guo, 2022). Responsively, the adoption of PBE has the potential to transform how English is taught and learned (Chai and Li, 2024; Wang W. T., 2024).

China’s countryside stands apart from rural areas in many other countries due to its rich cultural heritage, distinctive local traditions, and the deep ties between communities and their environments. However, rural education policies and practices often neglect these unique characteristics, adopting urban-centric models that prioritize standardized content and uniform assessment criteria (Lin et al., 2024). As a result, students often view English as an abstract subject unrelated to their daily lives, and this absence of place-based instruction in rural English classrooms has led to a series of educational problems, including low student engagement and motivation, weak language retention, limited communicative competence, and growing resistance toward English learning (Cao and Lu, 2023; Zhang, 2022; Liu, 2023; Guo, 2022). English teachers also face difficulties in sustaining motivation and designing relevant instructional materials, resulting in pedagogical stagnation and professional burnout (Li, 2017; Xue, 2018; Guo, 2022). This situation not only limits the effectiveness of English education but also undermines its potential to serve as a medium for promoting local culture and fostering pride in community heritage (Cai, 2024).

While theoretical discussions on PBE in rural contexts have gained momentum, practical applications in English teaching remain underexplored. Existing research often highlights the importance of integrating local cultural elements into education but provides limited guidance on actionable strategies for implementation. Addressing this gap is critical, particularly in light of China’s rural revitalization strategy, which emphasizes education as a driver of community development and cultural sustainability (Ding et al., 2023b).

Besides, current research on PBE shows significant global differences in its application. Studies in the U.S. focus on quantitative and measurable outcomes, while research in Australia and New Zealand emphasizes humanistic values, particularly in indigenous communities (Wooltorton et al., 2020). In China, research primarily explores how place-based education can address disparities between urban and rural English education and how digitalization can connect educational resources across these areas. However, empirical studies on the place-based English teaching in China are still limited, with most research remaining at the theoretical level. This study seeks to explore the current state of PBE in rural English education in China, identifying barriers to its implementation, and proposing practical solutions.

Three research questions are formulated as follows:

RQ1: What is the current status of place-based English teaching in China’s rural schools?

RQ2: Whether there are challenges in implementing place-based English teaching? If any, what are the specific challenges and causes?

RQ3: What pathway can be proposed to integrate PBE into English teaching?



2 Literature review


2.1 Theoretical foundations of PBE

The researchers interpreted PBE as “They aim to break down the barriers of alienation between schools and their surroundings, bringing education back to and relying on the rich and diverse local resources” (Cao and Lu, 2023, p. 1). The core of this approach lied in closely aligning education with the learning and living contexts of rural children, striving to foster students in line with the authentic modernization of rural education. “The place-based reform of rural education aimed to develop local educational resources, bringing schools back to nature and ecology. This approach enabled students to integrate interconnected information, relate their learned knowledge and practical applications to the local environment, and establish a sustainable model for the development of rural schools” (Ding et al., 2023b, p. 22).

Traditional educational theories extensively discussed the close relationship between education and locality. According to Qin (2021) research, as early as 1987, Bowers introduced the academic concept of “place-based education,” advocating that school education should focus on the local economy, social culture, and ecological conditions. Dewey (1899) advocated for the integration of formal education with community life. He believed that if students are unable to draw on their out-of-school experiences in their learning, then the time spent in school was wasted. Moreover, if students cannot apply the knowledge they have acquired to their daily lives, education will become disconnected from the actual contexts of family and society, preventing students from gaining true understanding and interest in learning. Based on this view, place-based education should be closely aligned with students’ living environments, leveraging their experiences and local cultural resources for teaching. This approach transforms education from an isolated transfer of information into an integral part of students’ lives. Particularly in rural areas, this method can help students better understand knowledge and foster their cultural identity and social responsibility.

Finnish scholar Engeström (2015) contributed a new theoretical framework to place-based education, introducing a theory of expansive learning closely tied to local contexts. Through this theory, Engeström emphasized the connection between open learning and community, suggesting that such an educational approach not only enhanced student learning outcomes but also fostered sustainable cultural, social, and economic development within local communities.

Granit-Dgani (2021) identified four distinct dimensions of place-based education. The first dimension, “learning in place,” involved moving teaching and learning activities from the traditional classroom to an open space. For instance, the lesson plan might stay the same, but the location of the lesson changed. The second dimension, “study of the place,” involved examining the environment and the natural processes that occurred there while remaining within that specific setting. The third dimension, “learning from the place,” was based on the idea that the environment and its elements played a unique educational role for both teachers and students. The final dimension, “learning for the sake of the place,” focused on promoting change in the environment, utilizing the insights gained from the other three dimensions.



2.2 The context of PBE in rural English education in China

The development of rural compulsory education showed significant results. In 2017, rural teacher living subsidies were first extended to cover counties in concentrated and severely impoverished areas, with coverage rates for rural schools and teachers reaching 97.3 and 96.4%, respectively. After the implementation of the “Rural Teacher Support Program (2015–2020),” 84.8% of rural teachers expressed satisfaction. Additionally, the standardization of rural primary and secondary schools was notably successful, with all indicators meeting the required standards at rates above 83.0% (Wu and Qin, 2020).

However, from the perspective of balanced educational development, rural education still faced some concerns (Ding et al., 2023a). In terms of educational philosophy, many schools imitated urban schools, neglecting their own uniqueness and importance, which leaded to a convergence of educational goals, curriculum, textbooks, and teaching methods with those of urban schools. Besides, the activation of local educational resources was still “insufficient” (Wu and Zhang, 2020). The exploration and utilization of local educational resources were inadequate or used a single approach, resulting in rural education not aligning with the local production and life. As a result, the students were disconnected from their hometown, lacking recognition, love, and understanding of the land. This led to a situation where curriculum subjects, English teacher professional development, and teaching practices were highly dependent on an urban and off-site (as opposed to on-site) context (Chen, 2022; Li, 2000).

The policies intended to support rural English teachers’ professional development have largely failed to achieve their intended impact, caused by implementation challenges, limited local fiscal capacity, and insufficient inflow of high-quality social resources. Most English training programs overlook the distinctive features of rural education, preventing rural middle school English teachers from acquiring practical methods and models that are truly relevant to their local teaching contexts (Wu, 2019).

Due to limited funding in rural education, most rural English teachers receive only basic salaries, with inadequate benefits and financial incentives, which negatively affects their quality of life. In addition, in some rural areas, there is a lack of respect for English teachers and insufficient emphasis on English education, resulting in a weak sense of social recognition. This further undermines rural English teachers’ motivation for professional development (Wu, 2019).



2.3 Challenges to be faced of PBE in rural English education

In China’s rural English classrooms, PBE was critically needed due to a growing mismatch between the official curriculum and students’ local realities. Studies showed that students often perceive English as disconnected from their lives, rendering it abstract, inaccessible, and ultimately irrelevant (Zhang, 2022; Guo, 2022). The failure to contextualize English content resulted in low motivation, superficial learning, and a lack of identity construction through language (Chai and Li, 2024; Liu, 2023). Moreover, the absence of local cultural elements—such as festivals, customs, and rural practices—meant that English became a vehicle of a foreign culture (Chen, 2006) rather than a tool for self-expression and empowerment (Chai and Li, 2024; Li, 2017). On the instructional side, rural teachers were often constrained by inadequate training and limited access to pedagogical innovation (Xue, 2018; Zhao and Yang, 2025), making it difficult for them to adapt lessons to rural contexts. PBE, by rooting language learning in local narratives and lived experiences, offered a meaningful alternative that addresses both student engagement and teacher agency.

It was equally important to examine the practical consequences of its absence. At the student level, researchers documented low emotional engagement, limited participation, and difficulty in finding personal relevance in English learning (Zhang, 2022; Li, 2017). The result was what Liu (2023) described as a “non-ecological” classroom—dominated by rote learning and passive reception. From the English teacher’s perspective, this disconnect led to professional burnout (Guo, 2022), ineffective instructional design (Wang L. N., 2024), and lack of confidence in using innovative methods (Qin, 2024; Zhao and Yang, 2025). Furthermore, the lack of training in integrating local content into English lessons exacerbated the divide between curriculum goals and community needs (Tang, 2016; Chen, 2017). Without PBE, English remained a culturally distant, exam-driven subject, rather than a lived and relevant language experience.

In China, the theory of PBE faced challenges in adapting to local conditions due to issues arising from the development of rural schools and society which hindered the effective implementation of PBE (Cao and Lu, 2023). Currently, the characteristics of Chinese rural community were fading, leading to a lack a strong foundation and effective platform when carrying out PBE (Wu, 2023; Xiao and Xie, 2021). The issues of “de-ruralization” (Tian and Shi, 2024) and “cultural virtualization” in rural society were severe (Cao and Lu, 2023; Tian and Shi, 2024; Qiu et al., 2022). As a result, rural development fell into a passive situation, with the unique development needs of rural areas being neglected. Under the backdrop of urbanization, rural culture experienced “urban convergence,” and under the context of modernization, rural culture underwent “de-traditionalization” (Ding et al., 2022). As English teaching moved toward standardization and normalization, the content of English education increasingly detaches from the experiences of rural children and the local natural ecology, leading to the “displacement” of English teaching within rural community culture (Chen, 2022; Li, 2000).

The integration, interaction, and cooperation between rural schools and communities were essential conditions. However, as a support platform for rural schools, in addition to facing issues within rural areas themselves, there was currently a disconnection between rural schools and communities (Cao and Lu, 2023; Shen et al., 2024) such as the disconnection of rural schools from local educational goals and development methods, and the weakening of rural residents’ sense of belonging and responsibility. By focusing primarily on urban life-related content and lacking local information, the connection between the English classroom and the lived experiences of rural teachers and students was severed (Chen, 2006). As a result, the English classroom, which should have been vibrant and engaging, became dull and monotonous (Li, 2000).

Objectively, rural teachers were the central link in connecting rural schools and communities (Wang, 2018). However, the challenge of the attraction and retention of high-quality, highly skilled teachers hindered the implementation of PBE in rural schools in China (Li and Wu, 2023; Qiu et al., 2022). This was mainly due to the urban orientation of young teachers (Tian and Shi, 2024; Wu, 2019), the lack of awareness of place-based teaching (Shen et al., 2024) and emotional belonging (Tian and Shi, 2024), insufficient orientation training (Tong and Lin, 2025; Shen et al., 2024), lost identity recognition (Feng et al., 2024; Wu, 2019) and their inadequate capabilities or literacy about place-based English teaching method, cultural resource integration, information literacy(Chen, 2022; Feng et al., 2024; Xie, 2017; Wu, 2019). Due to constraints such as administrative structures and teacher supply, small-scale schools in remote rural areas still suffer from a severe shortage of qualified teachers with an English background and these teachers also struggle to find the time and energy to participate in training (Chen, 2022; Wang et al., 2021).

Relying on locally rooted, culturally specific school-based curricula became the preferred and important approach for PBE in rural schools (Ding et al., 2022; Tang and Wu, 2019). Even the development of school-based curricula faced many challenges, such as the minimal influence of local rural resources on the curriculum content, misalignment in the goal-setting of curriculum development, and unreasonable evaluation standards (Tian and Shi, 2024). The attention given to English learning by rural schools and families did not match its rightful status as a core subject. In rural schools, Chinese and mathematics are regarded as the primary subjects, while English is often treated as a secondary subject. For instance, in rural primary schools, the actual number of hours allocated to English classes often fell short of the national standards and was frequently reduced by the demands of core subjects like Chinese and mathematics (Zhai, 2016).

Building on the previous research, it was recognized that teaching was closely connected to students, and the revitalization of rural education was reliant on students. Existing research pointed out firstly, a crisis of identity, as rural youth became indifferent to and rejected rural culture, feeling detached from their land and seeking to escape rural society (Wang and Wu, 2019; Qiu et al., 2022) and secondly, a lack of recognition and care, as rural youth struggled to gain emotional support, rights, and value recognition from rural culture, schools, and society (Cai, 2024), and lacked motivation and interests for learning English and found it difficult to derive a sense of achievement from their English studies (Qin, 2019).



2.4 Mechanisms for enacting PBE in English education

PBE in rural education can be enacted through these mechanisms: evaluation mechanism, cultural and social integration mechanism, collaborative mechanism, interdisciplinary mechanism, and empowerment mechanism.

The evaluation mechanism centered on the use of quantitative metrics to assess the effectiveness of PBE, offering evidence-based insights into student outcomes and program impact especially in STEM subjects (Yemini et al., 2023). Based on questionnaires, along with interviews and observations, the framework of rural teachers’ digital literacy was constructed (Cui and Xu, 2024). Similarly, another study designed a questionnaire and interviewed different grade teachers about rural sentiment (Zhang and Cheng, 2021). Inquiry-based curricula improved science literacy through local animal labs (Ambrosino and Rivera, 2022), and community-driven environmental initiatives fostered energy conservation (Kermish-Allen et al., 2019).

The cultural and social integration mechanism positioned PBE as a tool to strengthen cultural identity, advance social equity, and raise socio-political awareness (Tang and Wu, 2019). In China, some studies highlighted the importance of local knowledge teaching in constructing teachers’ cultural identity, fostering cultural self-awareness, promoting cultural interaction, and driving cultural transformation to support identity building (Xiao and Xie, 2021). In Australia and New Zealand, PBE can strengthen Indigenous Australians’ connection to their land by resisting the “Colonial everyday” and promoting indigenous-led cultural practices (Wooltorton et al., 2020). Similarly, PBE could become a platform to challenge dominant traditional national-building narratives that marginalized diverse perspectives in history curricula (Halbert and Salter, 2019). It may improve academic outcomes and foster identity by contextualizing learning for rural students, bridging the achievement gap between urban and rural areas (Azano et al., 2014; Sobel, 2004; Smith, 2002). PBE raises socio-political awareness as seen in a climate change filmmaking project in Puerto Rico that explored the cultural and political dimensions of environmental issues (Leckey et al., 2021) and through integrating socio-political themes into place-based curricula can inspire critical engagement and agency (Halbert and Salter, 2019).

The collaborative mechanism emphasized sustained partnerships between schools, local stakeholders, and community organizations to co-create meaningful learning experiences grounded in place (Shen et al., 2024). Such partnerships ensured that students’ learning extended beyond the classroom to address real-world challenges. For instance, a collaboration between the community and local schools in Hawaii to develop an environmental curriculum fostered a sense of ecological stewardship among students (Ambrosino and Rivera, 2022). In Puerto Rico, a project was facilitated where high school students produced climate change films under the guidance of local mentors (Leckey et al., 2021). Salazar Jaramillo and Espejo Malagon (2019) focused on implementing place-based education to teach English to children in a rural school in Bogota, Colombia. They utilized the local environment and community as a foundation for teaching language arts and also encouraged students to write short poems in English, fostering a deeper connection to their rural surroundings and enhancing their engagement with the English language.

The interdisciplinary mechanism allowed PBE to transcend traditional subject boundaries by integrating science, arts, and language education, thereby fostering holistic and connected learning experiences. Out-of-school learning programs in Hungarian primary schools blended local ecological studies with historical narratives to foster interdisciplinary understanding (Fűz, 2018), while local landscapes and community stories were used to inspire English writing in rural Colombia., linking language learning to their immediate environment and enhancing engagement.

The empowerment mechanism focused on equipping rural teachers and reconnecting students with their local culture through place-based strategies. In response to the rural revitalization agenda, teachers are increasingly expected to serve as “New Able Villagers” (Tong and Lin, 2025; Wang et al., 2022; Shen et al., 2024), bridging educational practices with community development goals. Some paths focused on teaching ability structure and cultivation of the “Country Attribute” (Xiao and Wang, 2020), digital literacy (Cui and Xu, 2024; Jiang, 2025) and training (Lin et al., 2024) for teachers. Specifically, it found that place-based curriculum, place-based teacher development, and place-based teaching practices were necessary to shift English situational teaching from an off-site to an on-site context (Chen, 2022; Li, 2000). In response to the issue of teacher retention, the generating mechanism of educational sentiment and the “three-dimensional structure” approach have been proposed (Liu and Li, 2024), while other scholars provided suggestions from the perspectives of institutional design, educational training, and social support (Zhang and Cheng, 2021). To address rural students’ cultural disconnection, revitalizing cultural life, improving localized materials, and creating dynamic school-based curricula were proposed (Cai, 2024; Ai et al., 2024). Similarly, curriculum development was emphasized through clear objectives, stakeholder empowerment, and resource alignment (Tian and Shi, 2024; Ai et al., 2024), and “Internet + Place-based-Classroom” was an effective strategy to improve incomplete subjects, insufficient class hours and low-quality teaching (Wang et al., 2020).

While PBE has been widely recognized for its potential, empirical research on its implementation remains limited, particularly in the context of rural English teaching. English is chosen as the focal subject in this study not only because of its core status in national curricula, but also due to its cultural and linguistic distance from rural students’ everyday lives. Unlike science or mathematics, which can be more easily contextualized through local observations or practical tasks, English instruction in rural areas often relies on standardized textbooks rooted in urban or Western cultural contexts. Without practical models or context-sensitive evidence, teachers are often uncertain about how to meaningfully integrate local cultural content into English instruction. Second, most domestic studies examined the challenges faced by PBE in rural education as a whole or STEM or social science subjects, lacking a more focused perspective on the specific issues in the PBE of English teaching and leaving language education largely underrepresented. Third, most paths were general, with only a few studies proposing specific paths for particular subjects. This study addressed these gaps by exploring current status, challenges and path of place-based English teaching in China’s rural schools.




3 Methodology


3.1 Participants

Convenience sampling was adopted in the study to recruit the participants. A total of 234 students and 204 English teachers at rural junior high schools in the southern regions of China, including Anhui, Hubei, Fujian, Jiangxi, Jiangsu, participated in this study. The selected schools were public institutions with a 3-year system, and the students came from rural families. The sample of students aged 12–15 comprised approximately 53% male (n = 123) and 47% female (n = 111). There were 61 students in the first grade, 90 students in the second grade, and 83 students in the third grade. In addition, the sample comprised approximately 52% male (n = 107) and 48% female (n = 97) teachers. The average teaching experience was 6.35 years (SD = 4.38).

The 10 students participating in the interviews came from five cities, with four females and 6 males. The average age was 13.6 (SD = 1.02). The 5 English teachers (2 females, 3 males) were from different cities, with the average teaching experience of 5.8 years (SD = 0.75).



3.2 Instruments


3.2.1 Questionnaire

The questionnaire was self-developed and rated on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” (see Supplementary Appendix A). To reduce the participants’ cognitive load in responding to the questionnaire, the questionnaire was translated from English to Chinese. The preliminary Chinese version of the scale was evaluated by three master candidates and one associate professor in English education in terms of the clarity and appropriateness as well as the English-Chinese equivalence.

Students’ questionnaire comprised 25 statements and four subscales that taped into different aspects of place-based English teaching, including current status (item 1–5), challenges (item 6–10), causes (item 11–17), and measures (item 18–25). The scale revealed a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.851 and a value of 0.899 for KMO, with a significance level of 0.001. A sample item was “I believe that both learning local cultural knowledge and learning English are important.”

Teachers’ questionnaire comprised 28 statements that assessed four components: current status (item 1–6), challenges (item 7–17), causes (item 18–23), and measures (item 24–28). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.892, and the KMO value was 0.839, with a significance level of 0.001. One sample item read: “I have adopted various methods and strategies to carry out place-based teaching.”



3.2.2 Interview

This study utilized semi-structure interviews to further explore students’ and teachers’ attitudes and perceptions on the current status, challenges, causes, and measures of PBE in English teaching (see Supplementary Appendix B). The interview protocol was developed and refined by two researchers, culminating in two distinct versions: one for students (comprising 7 questions) and one for teachers (comprising 7 questions). The interview was conducted online and recorded, with each interview lasting approximately 30 min.




3.3 Data collection and analysis

The study first obtained consent from the students and teachers, then distributed the questionnaires to them. A total of 234 student questionnaires and 202 teacher questionnaires were collected. The data was analyzed by using SPSS 26.0 to calculate the mean and standard deviation.

The online interviews were conducted with 10 junior high school students and 5 junior high school English teachers from rural schools. With the consent of the interviewees, the interview was recorded and transcribed by using NVivo. In the process of analyzing interview data, the initial step involved importing the transcribed interview texts into the project file. Afterward, nodes were created according to the research questions and interview framework (e.g., Learning Methods, Teaching Issues, Cultural Integration, Cultural Expression, Integration of Culture and English, Hometown Cultural Awareness, Self-Identity, Textbooks, Identity Recognition, Local Responsibility, Teaching Approaches, etc.). Each interview transcript was carefully reviewed to identify text segments that aligned with the established nodes, and these segments were coded under the appropriate nodes.




4 Results


4.1 Limited Integration between PBE and English teaching and learning

The data presented in Table 1 suggests that the implementation of PBE is not yielding particularly favorable outcomes from the students’ perspective. The mean of “Experiencing local culture in the classroom” is 2.63, indicating that even the most positively perceived aspect of the statement leaves much to be desired. The mean score of 2.56 for “Closeness between PBE and English classroom learning” further emphasizes that students do not view PBE as being strongly integrated into their classroom experiences. The other indicators reflect an even weaker perception of PBE’s implementation. Specifically, the mean score of 2.40 for “Local culture activities” suggests that students perceive a minimal inclusion of local cultural elements in learning activities. Similarly, the integration of local cultural resources (mean = 2.44) and development themes (m = 2.43) is also perceived as insufficient.


TABLE 1 The implementation of place-based education (from students).

[image: Table 1]

The data in Table 2 highlights teachers’ perceptions of the implementation of place-based education, revealing several concerning trends. The mean scores across indicators are relatively low, suggesting that teachers perceive the integration of PBE into their curriculum as limited. The mean for “The English lessons focus on teaching local cultural knowledge” is only 2.34, indicating that the emphasis on local culture in English teaching is scarce. The mean score for “PBE has already been implemented in schools” is 2.24 and the “positive PBE effects” is 2.45, reflecting a perception that PBE has not been widely or effectively implemented. In terms of the teachers themselves, they are not provided with available opportunities for understanding PBE (mean = 2.45), such as attending training, and are not actively adopting corresponding teaching strategies (mean = 2.35).


TABLE 2 The implementation of place-based education (from teachers).

[image: Table 2]



4.2 Challenges and causes from students and teachers

In Table 3 shows the highest mean scores are “Local culture is promoted through English as a medium” (mean = 3.59) and “familiar to the local nature and culture” (mean = 3.59). This suggests that students feel relatively confident in recognizing and promoting local culture and understanding their hometown’s natural and cultural characteristics through English.


TABLE 3 Challenges in the implementation of place-based education (from students).

[image: Table 3]

However, challenges are evident in other aspects. “Accuracy of cultural expression in English” and “English learning for real-life problems solving” suggest significant difficulties for students.

The data in Table 4 highlights significant obstacles in the implementation of place-based education from the perspective of teachers. The incorporation of local culture into English textbooks (mean = 2.37) and evaluation criteria (mean = 2.35) are particularly insufficient whereas it is still worth noticing the issues about “Place-based education facilitates the intake of English knowledge” (mean = 2.73), “Incorporate mastery of local culture into student assessments” (mean = 2.73), teachers’ sense of rural responsibility (mean = 2.62), sense of professional roles (mean = 2.62), awareness of culture-English integration (mean = 2.39), and identity recognition (mean = 2.65).


TABLE 4 Challenges in the implementation of place-based education (from teachers).

[image: Table 4]

Table 5 presents that there is a clear disconnect between the English curriculum and local life, as students feel that the knowledge they acquire in English class lacks relevance to their local context (mean = 2.41). Additionally, they perceive the integration of local culture into English textbooks (mean = 2.42) and the accessibility of expressing local culture in English as inadequate (mean = 2.48). The sense of responsibility (mean = 2.97) does not appear to be fully ingrained or strongly emphasized within their educational experience.


TABLE 5 Causes in the implementation of place-based rural English education (from students).

[image: Table 5]

As seen in Table 6, Teachers express only moderate willingness to develop place-based teaching resources (mean = 2.54) and to use various methods and strategies for localized teaching (mean = 2.46), indicating potential reluctance or lack of confidence in fully embracing PBE approaches. Additionally, their self-assessed knowledge of local culture (mean = 2.60) and teaching proficiency (mean = 2.68) suggests that while they possess some level of capability, it may not be sufficient to effectively implement PBE in English teaching.


TABLE 6 Causes in the implementation of place-based rural English education (from teachers).
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4.3 Essential measures for advancing place-based English Education in rural areas

In Table 7, the highest mean score is associated with both “Teaching localized English knowledge” (mean = 3.60) and “Learning local culture enhances motivation to learn” (mean = 3.60), indicating that students strongly believe that connecting English education with local knowledge and culture is essential for improving their motivation. Similarly, “Learning English in a real-life environment” (mean = 3.58) and “Integrate local cultural knowledge into English textbooks” (mean = 3.57) also reveal high mean scores, reflecting students’ recognition of the importance of practical and culturally relevant learning experiences.


TABLE 7 Measures to promote place-based English teaching in rural areas (from students).

[image: Table 7]

Furthermore, the measures “Learning local culture stimulates interest in English learning” and “Learning about local culture fosters a sense of cultural identity” both have mean scores of 3.53 and 3.57, respectively, suggesting that students feel a strong connection between local culture and their overall interest and pride for their community.

Table 8 presents that the highest mean score is “Place-based education training and professional development” (mean = 3.61), indicating that teachers strongly believe that receiving specialized training and professional development is crucial for effectively implementing PBE. This is closely followed by “Provide students with after-class learning resources” which has a mean score of 3.51, suggesting that teachers see value in extending English learning opportunities beyond the classroom through additional resources related to PBE.


TABLE 8 Measures to promote place-based English teaching in rural areas (from teachers).

[image: Table 8]

“Utilize modern teaching methods” (mean = 3.25) and “Create real-life learning scenarios” (mean = 3.27) also reveal relatively high mean scores. These scores reflect teachers’ recognition of the importance of integrating modern pedagogical techniques and real-world applications to make English education more relevant and engaging for students. However, the lower mean score of 3.01 for “Reinforce local cultural knowledge after English class” suggests that while teachers attach importance to connecting local culture to English learning, they may struggle with or put less emphasis on immediate reinforcement of the knowledge outside of regular class time.



4.4 Results of the interview

Interpreting the interview data provides a strong warrant for the claims in questionnaire results. First, regarding the reasons behind the limited implementation of PBE in English teaching, it attributes to exam-oriented focus, as S1 mentioned: “Teacher probably thinks that since it won’t be on the exam, there’s no need to cover it,” time constraints, as T2 said “Since a class lasts for only forty minutes, it is impossible to cover all the theoretical knowledge within that time. Not to mention the knowledge related to localization.” And inadequate ability of innovation, as T5 said “I’m rather conservative.” and T4 mentioned: “I can’t come up with new ideas. I don’t even know how to combine the local culture and English teaching in an effective way.”

Secondly, interviews reveal that schools focus on exam scores or enrollment rate, leading to a very rigid approach to English teaching which is difficult to make a new change and not all the teachers possess standard pronunciation in both Mandarin and English, making it difficult for students to understand when integrating some terminological cultural expressions. Nevertheless, some respondents attribute the challenges to the English-speaking environment, mismatched English level of students, low interest, brain drain of top students and bias of English. T1 mentioned, “I think it’s more about the lack of an English-speaking environment which results in poor situation of PBE in English teaching.” T2 pointed out that “The level of English teaching in primary schools is relatively low, making it difficult to align with middle school English teaching. On the other hand, students’ interest in learning English is not strong.” T3 said, “One reason is that in recent years, many parents have transferred their children to cities, believing that the quality of education in cities is better than in rural areas.” “I want to learn better English, but there’s no one to practice with,” S4 said. “Additionally, some students have a limited understanding and believe that learning English is useless,” T3 added.

Moreover, for place-based English teaching, the first step is to develop textbooks with local characteristics. As S1 mentioned: “Incorporating local culture would likely make the content more interesting and relatable to our daily lives.” S2 expressed: “The current textbooks are quite basic and somewhat boring. Incorporating local culture could improve this situation, as students are likely more familiar with local cultural elements.” S1 also noted that this approach would allow students to learn more about their hometown in the classroom. This could foster a greater appreciation for their hometown. Second, conduct place-based education training for teachers. Three teachers mentioned that it is essential to promote the concept and methods of PBE in rural schools because the critical step to implementing is ensuring that teachers truly understand what it entails. This training will enable them to consciously integrate localized elements into English teaching. Third, change the perception that English is useless and encourage students to contribute to rural revitalization. Students believe that PBE can make English increasingly indispensable in real life. T3 mentioned, “It’s important to change students’ perceptions by frequently discussing the wide-ranging practical uses of English in real life” Besides, improvement of the quality of rural English teaching is concerned by educators and learners. “If the quality of English teaching in rural areas is not improved promptly, these children will continue to be at a disadvantage in college entrance exams and future employment.” Pointed by a teacher, “Educational equity should not remain just a slogan.”



4.5 “Dual-Core” pathway for place-based education

Given the persistent challenges faced in rural English education, the need for a more context-responsive framework is evident. The “Dual-Core” pathway holds particular significance in the context of rural education. It goes beyond conventional, standardized, one-size-fits-all models by anchoring English teaching in students’ local culture, geography, and lived experiences.


4.5.1 “Dual-Core” pathway (first core)

The first core is building an English place-based education team which emphasizes the optimization of decision-making, the integration of resources, and the improvement of evaluation mechanisms.

Optimizing decision-making processes is the start point that involves electing and inviting multiple stakeholders to establish a clear plan for the development of PBE of English. They should be insightful and familiar with English teaching, local development or PBE practice; therefore, their concerns and feedback can be effectively integrated into the decision-making.

To integrate resources, building a “Place-based English Teaching Resource Bank” is the next critical action that collects Chinese and English versions of local resources such as rural cultural forms and characteristics, issues of rural sustainability, rural geography, and local customs, etc. This Resource Bank would serve as a digital repository of English teaching materials, providing valuable support for curriculum design. The pathway also promotes the “1 + 1” English teaching model that focuses on foundational English knowledge while cultivating the ability of students and teachers to solve local contextual problems based on that knowledge. These are direct responses to the disconnect between textbooks, curriculum content and local culture, and enhances students’ ability to apply English to real-life situations.

Thirdly, improve the evaluation mechanism by incorporating teachers, students and their, parents, and community members into the teacher’s evaluation indicators to solve the problem of identifying the effects of place-based teaching. Synthesizing the multi-stakeholder evaluation allows that necessary adjustments can be made to better meet the needs of PBE.



4.5.2 “Dual-Core” pathway (second core)

Promoting place-based teaching with a focus on enhancing the “place” awareness of both teachers and students in terms of “Three Strengthening.” There are some regular training for teachers in PBE.

Strengthening belief confronts the teacher’s unawareness of PBE in English teaching. It refers to the ideological education project so that rural teachers could recognize that all effective educational philosophies must be “place-based”, with English teaching, in particular, needing to be grounded in the local context; the English teaching syllabus and methods should align with PBE principles; English teachers should deeply root themselves in place-based education by fully understanding the local learning environment, fostering a deep affection for the local context, and wholeheartedly dedicating themselves to the development of local education.

Strengthening preparation confronts issues of teachers’ insufficient knowledge storage, sense of responsibility and mission, and identity, and teaching capacity. First, local knowledge preparation focuses on fully utilizing the educational resources available in place-based education by means of field visits, interviewing with the local reading literature, etc. Second, emotional preparation emphasizes fostering a strong sense of responsibility to the local community through diverse PBE learning activities, participating in rural affairs and PBE-related teaching competition, organizing school-community academic activities and setting up some rewards to encourage students to develop a deep love for their homeland and a sense of responsibility toward it. Finally, teaching method preparation involves carefully adjusting English teaching methods, including pre-class preparation, in-class execution, and post-class exercises, to align with the principles of place-based education.

Strengthening the school-based curriculum prepares the students to be a teenager with a sense of cultural identity and recognition from the rural community. First, the curriculum model should be designed to integrate the school’s natural and ecological surroundings that are quite familiar to the students, with a focus on real-life contexts to create distinctive, locally-rooted English courses. Second, the curriculum content should be closely connected to the students’ own experiences and the unique cultural heritage of their local area, utilizing educationally valuable local resources to actively incorporate history, culture, natural environments, and social development into the English teaching materials, gradually forming a teaching textbook with rural characteristics. Finally, the curriculum philosophy should encourage students to return to their hometowns, contribute to the development of rural areas, and actively participate in rural revitalization, thereby fostering both personal growth and community development.





5 Discussion

The findings of this study reveal significant challenges in implementing PBE in rural English teaching in China, including the insufficient integration of local cultural elements into teaching, the detachment of English learning from rural realities, and the limited professional training for teachers to engage with PBE, etc. These challenges align with existing literature, which emphasizes the gap between theoretical discussions on PBE and its practical application in diverse contexts (Tian and Shi, 2024; Wooltorton et al., 2020; Shen et al., 2024; Feng et al., 2024; Chen, 2022; Li and Wu, 2023; Qiu et al., 2022; Ding et al., 2023a).

One notable issue is the disconnect between English education and local life, as highlighted by both students and teachers. The absence of localized content in textbooks and limits incorporation of real-world rural scenarios into classroom practices result in low engagement and reduced motivation among students. This aligns with observations researchers who pointed out that rural education often fails to connect with students’ lived experiences, thereby limiting their ability to see the relevance of their learning to their communities (Cao and Lu, 2023; Tian and Shi, 2024; Qiu et al., 2022; Ding et al., 2022).

For solutions, the research suggests that efforts can be made to develop English textbooks with local characteristics, create “place-based” teaching contexts, integrate local knowledge into English classrooms, stimulate students’ interest and motivation in learning, enhance teachers’ and students’ sense of local responsibility and sense of identity, conduct “place-based” teacher training, strengthen cultural recognition for local culture, adjust teaching methods, and enrich localized teaching resources. Based on the problem-solution results, this paper offer the “Dual-Core” pathway for place-based English education including two main cores. The first core, focused on decision-making, resource integration and evaluation mechanisms, including involving stakeholders to align educational strategies with local needs, creating a comprehensive resource system that incorporates rural cultural elements, and establishing the “Resource Bank” and “1 + 1” model to strengthen collaboration between schools and communities. It aligns with the findings which advocate for stakeholder collaboration, stakeholder empowerment, and resource alignment, evaluation criteria (Halbert and Salter, 2019; Tian and Shi, 2024; Ai et al., 2024).

The second core, centered on enhancing teachers’ and students’ “place” awareness (Lin et al., 2024; Xiao and Wang, 2020; Cui and Xu, 2024; Lin et al., 2024; Chen, 2022), resonates with the insights of Sobel (2004), emphasizing the importance of connecting classroom learning with the community. Similar gaps in teacher preparedness have been noted by Lin et al. (2024), who advocate for localized and diverse professional development programs.

Strengthening beliefs is similar to the findings of Wu and Zhang (2020), which suggest that place-based education requires the cultivation of a belief in the philosophy of place-based education, the enhancement of teachers’ and community members’ identification with the concept, the innovation of pathways and methods for implementing place-based education in rural schools, and the achievement of rural students’ core competency development and emotional and attitudinal alignment. In terms of strengthening preparation, Lin et al. (2024) also recommended incorporating localized and varied training content, including local cultural resources and the development of research skills. It aligns research on rural education emphasizing empowering teachers which demanded rural teachers to take on the role of “New Able Villagers” (Shen et al., 2024; Tong and Lin, 2025; Wang et al., 2022; Xiao and Wang, 2020). In terms of strengthening the curriculum, Halbert and Salter (2019) and Leckey et al. (2021) show how connecting students with their communities can raise awareness and inspire action on socio-cultural and environmental concerns. Fűz (2018) highlights the incorporation of local, real-world experiences into the curriculum to enhance student learning through place-based education. It is similar to the findings that propose several practical strategies, including the development of curriculum objectives, the empowerment of those involved in curriculum creation, the provision of curriculum resources, and the execution of curriculum evaluation (Tian and Shi, 2024).

A distinction of this study is the formulation of a theoretically grounded yet practically oriented “Dual-Core” framework, which advances the discourse on rural English education by addressing dimensions largely neglected in existing literature. Prior studies that predominantly focus on pedagogical methods or policy design in isolation, but this framework systematically incorporates the concrete and actionable method of Chinese and English culture resource integration as a central component, a perspective rarely explored in current research. Furthermore, it adopts a multi-agent perspective by simultaneously attending to the interrelated needs of place-based education teams, teachers, and students. This approach not only enhances internal coherence within educational practices but also reinforces contextual adaptability, thereby offering a more sustainable and scalable model for implementing place-based English education in rural settings.



6 Conclusion

The implementation of PBE in rural English teaching presents both significant challenges and promising opportunities. This study highlights obstacles, such as the insufficient integration of local knowledge into English teaching, a disconnect between English education and rural contexts, and the lack of localized evaluation standards. Teachers and students often face barriers in utilizing local resources and fostering a strong sense of cultural identity and responsibility.

Despite these challenges, the study identifies pathways to address these gaps. The proposed “Dual-Core” approach emphasizes building localized educational teams to align teaching strategies with community needs and enhancing awareness of local culture among teachers and students. However, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the research is confined to a specific geographic and cultural setting and its scope includes rural junior high schools in the southern regions of China which may limit the generalizability of its findings. Additionally, the relatively small sample size restricts the statistical power and representativeness of the results. These factors highlight the need for broader, multi-regional studies to validate and expand upon the findings presented.
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