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Fieldwork for effective learning

While most opportunities for learning are provided on campus, field trips are also offered in a number of discipline areas. They involve students travelling to another site and allow ‘direct sensorimotor experience’ (1) of materials and phenomena which are not available in the classroom. The distance from the campus may be small or great and the length of the trip may be part of a day or many days or even weeks. While much has been researched and written about fieldwork at school level, there has been little exploration of learning through fieldwork at university. Tranter (2) wrote a comprehensive working paper over twenty years ago and this is probably still the most valuable resource available to those providing fieldwork for their students.

Tranter warns that field trips have the potential to become ‘an educational disaster’, so it is worth doing whatever is possible to avoid that outcome. Careful planning is essential; successful field trips don’t just happen and each needs to be planned in light of the specific variables involved—including discipline area, purpose of the trip, personnel (staff and students), and nature of the site.

It is important to be clear about the purpose of the field trip. Tranter identifies two general goals and these are not mutually exclusive. The first has to do with content and concept formation, with ‘the observation of a place or situation’; the second has more to do with process, ‘the understanding of methods of research’ within a particular discipline area (2). It is important to think carefully about how a specific field trip for a particular group of students will provide opportunity to achieve either or both of these goals. In relation to both, the field trip presents the real world in all its messiness and complexity, this in contrast to the abstractions and simplifications of the classroom, the textbook and the computer screen. It may also provide experiences which foster understanding of previously misunderstood phenomena or processes. In the field, ‘we are actually doing what we would otherwise only be reading about’ (3) and this ‘doing’ can provide experiences which are vivid and memorable.

As well as engaging students directly with the real world, field trips give students a unique opportunity to engage in learning with each other and with staff. This social dimension of the field experience is a critical one for learning and it is worth considering how the field experience could be structured so as to encourage collaborative activity.

Every field trip has an impact, not only on the students involved, but also on the site under study. Particularly if a destination is a popular and/or a vulnerable one, it is important to minimise the possible physical, biological or social disruption to the area under study. For the participants themselves, risk management is something that is taken very seriously indeed by the University and there are legal implications attached to it in terms of duty of care.

 Detailed policy statements and guidelines have been developed both generally (4, 5) and for particular discipline areas (eg 6, 7) and it is most important that these are consulted and complied with for any involvement you have with a field trip. There are particular issues for extended trips to remote areas, but all fieldwork has associated responsibilities which must be taken very seriously.

All the above needs to be kept in mind right from the initial planning stages. The objectives of the field experience need to be clearly articulated as well as how these fit with aims and objectives of the course as a whole. Those planning the trip need detailed knowledge of the area under study and should design field experiences which relate specifically to that site. Students should be thoroughly briefed beforehand so that they know precisely what the trip is seeking to achieve, how they will need to prepare for that and what they will need to bring with them. Expectations and processes should be made explicit and this information made available in written form as well as being discussed with the students. Prior to departure, students should have the opportunity to gain sufficient skills in the use of any relevant equipment or data-collecting processes. Orion and Hofstein (8) have identified a phenomenon they call ‘Novelty Space’. This has to do with the students’ degree of unfamiliarity with what the field experience will be like and what will be required of them. The Novelty Space takes up time and energy and gets in the way of productive activity. Their research showed that effective briefing prior to a field trip reduced students’ Novelty Space and resulted in more effective learning for the students so briefed.

Once on site the students should know precisely what they are meant to do and the time-frame associated with that: what observations are to be made and how the data is to be recorded. But Tranter recommends more than this, ‘Students should also be encouraged to ask why things are as they are and to develop their own explanations for what is seen’ (2). It is often as a result of being confronted with the field processes of ‘noticing, remembering, organizing, describing, explaining, acting’ (3) that students engage in new ways with the subject matter of their discipline.

It is important for you as a staff member to be clear about your role. One aspect of that role is modelling how a professional in your discipline area works in the field. You can show, as well as tell, students appropriate and effective ways of engaging with the site. There are decisions to be made, too, about the level of guidance you will provide to students. While it is important to limit the frustration and inefficiency that can be associated with unfamiliar tasks and unfamiliar locations (with the Novelty Space), it is also important to allow room for problem solving by the students and for them to seek their own answers to questions that arise.

Another important aspect of the field trip is the follow-up. As well as observing, selecting and recording data in appropriate ways, students also need to make sense of that data; analyse and report on it in ways that are acceptable in your discipline. This requirement needs to be specified before the trip so that students are aware of the nature of the product they are meant to submit. It is then their responsibility to collect all the data required for this task. If there are a range of different data required, students may be allocated different aspects collection and combine these later to complete the final report. This too would need to be negotiated in advance.

With increasing sophistication of simulated and virtual experiences, it may be useful to question whether these can provide a cheaper, safer and less disruptive experience than field trips in the real world. Spicer and Stratford (8) investigated student perceptions of virtual as opposed to real field trips. Students were ‘extremely positive’ about the virtual experiences, but they did not consider them an adequate replacement for the real trip. Rather they thought they were most useful as preparation for or review of real experience.
Field trips can provide unique and invaluable opportunities for learning both the skills and the concepts associated with a particular discipline. They also provide opportunities for the development of a sense of self as a professional in that discipline and for the development of the group, both staff and students, as a collaborative learning community. They do, however, require considerable planning, implementation and follow-up with an essential focus on the duty of care that is required.

[image: image2.png]


References

1.
Orion, N (n.d.) A model for the development and implementation of field trips as an integral part of the Science curriculum, Science Teaching Dept, The Weizmann Institute of Science, Rehovot, Israel, http://stwww.weizmann.ac.il/department40/publications/Nir/A_Model_for_the_Development.pdf.
2.
Tranter, P (1988) Enhancing the value of field trips in education, Working Paper 2, Dept of Geography and Oceanography, University College, The University of NSW, ADFA.
3.
Wagner, J (1981) ‘Field study as a state of mind’, in L Borzak (ed), Field study: a sourcebook for experiential learning, SAGE, Beverly Hills.
4.
The University of Adelaide, Division of Services and Resources, Human Resources (1994) Field activity policy, http://www.adelaide.edu.au/policies/169/?dsn=policy.document;field=data;id=1967;m=view
5.
The University of Adelaide, Division of Services and Resources, Human Resources (1994) Field activity guidelines, http://www.adelaide.edu.au/policies/169/?dsn=policy.document;field=data;id=1968;m=view
6.
The University of Adelaide, Earth and Environmental Sciences (2009) Field trips and excursions acknowledgement form, http://www.ees.adelaide.edu.au/current/fieldtrip/
7.
The University of Adelaide, School of Architecture, Landscape Architecture and Urban Design (2009) Field trips, http://architecture.adelaide.edu.au/current_students/fieldtrips/
8.
Orion, N & Hofstein, A (2006) ‘Factors that influence learning during a scientific field trip in a natural environment’, Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 31 (10), pp.1097-1119.
Kerry O'Regan, April 2009
© The University of Adelaide

Module 9: Reading: page 1

