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Field Workshop 1

Field day to Sandway Cellar (Kingsand-Cawsand) to demonstrate the value of PDAs in extending fieldwork practice in the Earth Sciences

Meriel FitzPatrick, Mark Anderson & Jason Truscott
School of Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences, University of Plymouth

Traditional approaches to developing students practical (applied) skills (most especially, but not exclusively, fieldwork) make significant demands on resources, particularly staff time. This project outlines e-learning support as a means of assisting student peer groups in extending the experiential learning cycle for fieldwork.  At the University of Plymouth the current Stage 1 students are in a good position to guide or mentor next year’s Stage 1 students.  They also have the opportunity to return to the area to complete a more complex independent mapping project as part of their Stage 2 fieldwork programme, thus reinforcing their experiences. 

Independent fieldwork can be undertaken throughout the academic year and there is no limit to the number of times any particular student can carry out the fieldwork, provided they are organised into groups of four or more (which can comprise mixed year groups). The work links into several components of the field skills training that are formally assessed, including independent geological mapping.

We have developed mobile support for independent fieldwork in a small, accessible and safe area north of Kingsand village, south-east Cornwall. The area is ideal for reinforcing skills in recording basic geological observations and in formulating a simple geological history based on these observations.  The site offers some good examples of important geological relationships, which students often find difficult to visualize e.g. an unconformity, igneous intrusions within a deformed meta-sedimentary sequence.  This exercise gives them the opportunity to practice and develop these skills and to deepen their understanding of fundamental geological concepts.

PDAs, running MSCAPE and using integrated GPS units, provide automatic prompts to locations where key observations can be made and detail the nature of the activities that should be carried out at each location. The e-guide takes students from 1st principles of observation and measurement, through recording methodology and eventually links to simple packages for analysis and interpretation.

This field day will give participants the opportunity to use the PDAs for themselves and to appreciate their use and potential, as an educational and technological tool, in supporting students and fieldwork.  Participants can access the website prior to the trip; this is the same site that is available to students by clicking on the link below:

http://www2.plymouth.ac.uk/science/anderson/default.htm
Field Workshop 2

iwalk – Using ‘i’ technologies around Plymouth

Derek France1 and Kenny Lynch2
1Department of Geography and Development Studies, University of Chester

2Department of Natural & Social Sciences, University of Gloucestershire
Field based disciplines generally rely on field notebook, pencil and camera as basic tools for recording observations in the field.  However, increasingly students are coming to the university with technology in their hands that could provide powerful tools for fieldwork and companies and organisations are developing methods that rely on portable technologies for making work more efficient and effective.  For example portable media devices can record audio, mobile phones can record still images, video and audio, as well as some text.  Some phones may also provide the possibility of GPS technology to record location.

Recent reports suggest that it is increasingly important to equip students with the skill to search for, collect, adapt and disseminate information and knowledge using a range of technologies and media (Bradwell, 2009; Johnson et al., 2010; MacArthur Foundation, 2008).  These identify challenges for universities in terms of providing students with the experience of a range of technologies, providing students with skills and experience with the latest and most portable technologies and developing students ability to negotiate a range of technologies and adapt to new technologies as they emerge.  Higher Ambitions (2009) indentified the need to develop and enhance higher level skills development in HE

This field workshop will enable delegates to utilise digital technologies as a teaching method to record the environment, people and their surroundings.  Delegates will undertake an iwalk around Plymouth capturing the urban regeneration. Starting at the ‘Barbican’ delegates will proceed to  ‘The Citadel’, ‘The Hoe’ and finally to the ‘Millbay’ area. Delegates will be provided with digital technologies to record and capture the salient points of the walk. After around 45 minutes the delegates will return to the University to compile their iwalk of Plymouth.  The delegates will gather first hand experience of audio, image, video editing.  Delegates will have the opportunity to discuss the advantages and the disadvantages of electronic recording of observations using portable technology and how they may be able to incorporate this into their own field-based teaching and learning and the potential of other developments using readily available consumer technology.  The finished iwalks will be presented and shared with the delegates at the conference. 
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Field Workshop 3

Challenging ‘classic’ concepts in science: approach of a field geomorphologist

Anne Mather1, Alison Stokes2, Martin Stokes1

1School of Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences, University of Plymouth

2Experiential Learning CETL, University of Plymouth
Often one of the difficult concepts for students to grasp about the geosciences is that it is not an ‘exact’ science. There is no ‘right’ answer, just a ‘best fit’, and this ‘best fit’ interprets the environment based on current understanding, which may change.  Many of the landforms of Dartmoor SW England are considered to be ‘classic’ examples of Quaternary periglacial processes. The early (and established) descriptions from the 1960s were essentially qualitative in nature. Modern geomorphological concepts, however, are based on a more rigorous quantitative analysis to test earth systems models. Our Stage 1 Physical Geography and Geology students are taken to examine the ‘classic’ stone stripes of Staple Tor, western Dartmoor. The students are not made aware that this is considered to be a classic site before the field work is undertaken. The data collection and analysis is undertaken in small groups and the approaches include use of satellite imagery, detailed topographic surveys using a laser level and tape, use of a compass and clinometer for fabric analysis and a metal ‘depth probe’ for the examination of subsurface conditions. These data are processed (simple cross-section and compass rose plots) with each group using these data (quantitative and qualitative) to compare with a series of possible process models (including the periglacial one) to explain their formation. A vote is taken on the favoured hypotheses. At this point the ‘classic’ interpretation is introduced and usually vigorously challenged by the students based on their confidence in their recorded data. 

Within this field workshop some simple field observations using satellite images together with some data collection on the observed features using simple surveying equipment tasks will be undertaken. 
Field Workshop 4

Improving accessibility to environmental science fieldwork using a portable communications network

John Maskall1, Paul Lunt1, Trevor Collins2 and John Lea2
1School of Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences, University of Plymouth, UK

2Knowledge Media Institute, The Open University, UK

This workshop has two main aims. Firstly, it demonstrates a field-based approach to teaching environmental impact assessment at a site of former metalliferous mining activity. Secondly, it utilises mobile technologies to allow participants to engage ‘remotely’ in field-based activity by receiving voice and video data via a local area network. 

Delegates are invited to participate in a time-constrained, group activity to identify the potential environmental impacts of a hypothetical development project at Devon Great Consols mine site. A limited number of delegates will be able to undertake this activity ‘remotely’ and thus attempt the field-based exercise from the standpoint of students unable to access the site. There will be opportunity to compare the experiences of all groups to explore the benefits and pitfalls of the conventional approach and its technology-mediated counterpart. 

Devon Great Consols was the site of the extraction of large quantities of copper and arsenic in the nineteenth century. It has recently been developed for tourism through the Tamar Valley Mining Heritage Project and forms part of a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Background information will be provided during a ‘walk-over’ survey prior to the exercise. It is also intended that all participants will familiarise themselves with the site by visiting the web-based ‘virtual tour’ before the conference.

These field activities are a highly condensed version of assignments undertaken by students on the MSc Environmental Consultancy at the University of Plymouth. The portable communications network used is part of the Enabling Remote Activity toolkit which was developed at The Open University to improve access to field courses.   

Devon Great Consols - virtual tour: http://www.ssb.plymouth.ac.uk/labplus/sharples/DGC/DGCDefault.htm
Enabling Remote Activity project - further information:

http://projects.kmi.open.ac.uk/era/
