Supporting Fieldwork Learning

	Fieldwork and the production of web sites for assessment.

Dr Chris Ribchester and Prof Derek France, Department of Geography and Development Studies, University of Chester, Parkgate Road, Chester, CH1 4BJ.  email: c.ribchester@chester.ac.uk, d.france@chester.ac.uk


	Level                 1

Technology requirements
VLE, web site editing software (e.g. Microsoft FrontPage), basic image-editing software, Netskills institutional licence, digital cameras and A4 scanner.


	Group size        ~20

Skills required 

Staff: understanding of web site design and working knowledge of an editing software package. 



	Rationale

The core module ‘Introductory Field Skills in Geography’ aims to develop student skills in field data collection, data analysis and project design. The web site assignment was introduced to ‘add value’ to these core aims by facilitating the development of key C & IT skills as well as helping to diversify the assessment strategy within the entire BSc Single Honours Geography programme.



	Teaching method

Students attend a residential field course at the start of this module (at Slapton Ley FSC Centre, Devon) during which they complete an independent project that includes primary data collection. On returning to Chester, students receive guidance on writing up field-based research.  They then write up their projects as a standard fieldwork report and receive formative feedback on this submission. At roughly the same time, guidance on website design and creation is provided, primarily through practical sessions using Netskills resources (www.netskills.ac.uk). Students are then required to adapt and convert their fieldwork report into a functioning web site, including the use of images and hyperlinks to relevant external sites. This is submitted as a summative assignment at the end of the module and placed on the University’s VLE, which also stores a significant range of digital resources, including images of the study area. In the later stages of the module, support and guidance for the website assignment is provided through ‘hands-on’ practical sessions.



	Benefits 

The main benefits for students are:

· the development of web design and creation skills specifically;

· greater confidence with C & IT more generally;

· heightened awareness of report structure and the value of planning written work;

· the opportunity to develop concise writing skills; 

· the opportunity to express some ‘individuality’ and ‘character’, particularly in terms of presentation.



	Pitfalls 

This system is labour intensive at the outset, but less so as module has matured.  Ensuring student access to computing facilities and necessary software can be problematic. There is also the danger of academic writing style being abandoned in favour of personalised, chatty ‘web speak’.  Occasional emphasis on presentation above content in student submissions.



	Evidence of effectiveness

Detailed evaluation of this assignment exercise was completed between 2002 and 2004, using pre- and post-module student surveys and some focus group discussions. This served to highlight the benefits listed above. Evaluation is on-going, primarily now through end-of-module questionnaire.



	Advice to others

· Clarity of assessment criteria is important, including weighting of marks for content and presentation;

· Stipulating the use of a single editing tool for all students allows support to be concentrated more effectively and can help to avoid time-consuming complications when uploading to the VLE;

· Providing students with a short period of ‘grace’ at the point of submission to solve small technical problems (e.g. a failed hyperlink) is appreciated by students and can avoid tutor frustration when marking.



	References

France, D. & Ribchester, C. (2004). Producing websites for assessment: a case study from a level 1 fieldwork module. Journal of Geography in Higher Education, Vol. 28, No. 1, pp. 49-62.




	‘Geocaching’ in group fieldwork

Prof. Brian Walley, School of Geography, Archaeology and Palaeoecology, Queens University, Belfast.  BT7 1NN.  email: b.whalley@qub.ac.uk 



	Level                 Any

Technology requirements
Sufficient GPS instruments to provide one between 4 (ideally). Serial/USB lead to link to computer to upload the waypoint co-ordinates.


	Group size        Any (sub-groups of 2-4)

Skills required 

Knowledge of basic GPS functions.



	Rationale

'Geocaching' is the activity of using a GPS to find 'treasure' at a location. Small groups of students locate the 'treasure', and carry out an activity at that location. The treasure may be a geographical feature or landscape view. The essence is a self-guided field trip with minimum staff interventions. It is possible to visit groups at random to make sure they are observing the right things as necessary.



	Teaching method

In this activity, a GPS instrument is given to each group. Each will have the pre-entered GPS locations of 'waypoints' that you want the students to visit. Depending upon the nature of the activity, the points can be a in a set order or they can be visited in a random order. The small groups, navigate to the points and make observations, draw or sketch the 'treasure' there.  This can be discussed in groups in the field as well as post-trip.  The treasure found can be integrated with other finds or be the product at a few sites.  The information/treasure can be relocated (and shared) in a report, poster or as part of a further exercise.



	Benefits 

A large group (perhaps a coach load of 50) can be distributed over a field area and work independently.  Students learn about how to use a GPS instrument and what 'waypoints' and co-ordinate schemes are. They also learn about the specific features of interest at the field site.  Individual and group active involvement and discussion produces a result rather than a set of notes they copy down for not much purpose. If a  student misses a field trip (say, through illness) they can repeat the activity on their own (location permitting).



	Pitfalls 

Instruction on the use of GPS instruments before students get to the field site is advised.  Waypoint co-ordinates should be loaded in advance and it should be ensured that they are there for subsequent use (as they may have inadvertently been erased).



	Evidence of effectiveness

Students improve their GPS skills, which are surprisingly poor. Peer instruction and enhanced teamworking is evident. Students are required to actively engage in the field visit. 



	Advice to others

It might be necessary to build group/teamwork activities into the teaching programme - do not expect students to work as a team from the beginning.  Use the final assessment activity to check on the visits and make sure students know this will be done. Link the whole activity into a purposeful end product or assessment.



	References

The Geocaching Association of Great Britain :  http://www.gagb.org.uk 

Geocache UK:  http://www.geocacheuk.com 




	Distributed Fieldwork in Geography using Wireless Technology

Dr. Kalyani Chatterjea, Humanities and Social Studies Education Academic Group, National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, 1 Nanyang Walk, Singapore 637616.  email:  kalyani.c@nie.edu.sg


	Level                 2

Technology requirements
Wireless network. Digital tablets one for each group, with webcam and microphone (we used Fujitsu and ACER Digital Tablets: they were both light and user-friendly). We used MSN and SKYPE as the students were very used to these and hence had no learning curve. Also these were free software.


	Group size        multiples of 4

Skills required 

Familiarity with digital tablets, webcams, and microphones. Familiarity with MSN and SKYPE.



	Rationale

The course required extensive field exposure. Under the existing system only a few field sessions could be conducted as each group had to be taken out separately to provide ample exposure to field conditions and field procedures, which reduced the total number of field sessions possible.  Scheduling multiple repetitions was also problematic. The method presented here provided opportunities for simultaneous work by all groups, on the same day and at the time, at different locations. Students were under constant visual and audio guidance and supervision from their lecturer communicating via virtual space.



	Teaching method

Introductory classes were conducted to introduce the topic, and also to familiarise students with the field equipment and procedures. Work flow for the field session was explained, discussed and finalized before the field session started. During the field work the students were located at geographically separated locations. Each group had a digital tablet, with webcam, microphone, and the required field equipment. All groups operated with wireless network connections and were in contact with each other and the lecturer at all times during the field session via the internet.  The students conducted tests on soil profiles, infiltration rates, soil characteristics determination at all locations and asked for help and guidance from the lecturer whenever they required assistance. Students used video conferencing for this; they also exchanged data and suggestions among themselves.  Students asked for file uploads and illustrations from the lecturer for explanation of some processes and features they could not determine on their own. This was done on-demand. The electronic drawing board was used for this kind of explanation.  Students used text messaging and audio messages to conduct regular communications as well. 



	Benefits 

This method allowed simultaneous field data collection by multiple groups. It also allowed a greater number of field sessions per student during the module. 


	Pitfalls 

The wireless network must be reliable and the work flow must be very well organised, understood, and followed.  Preliminary classes are essential to familiarize the issues at hand and all equipment and procedures must be checked prior to the class.



	Evidence of effectiveness

The students initiated many instances of active questioning during the field work sessions as they had to handle the situation on their own. They operated independently, knowing that they were on their own at the site, although the lecturer was available at all times, if required.  This made the sessions more student-centred and the students took more responsibility for their learning.




	Using personal digital assistants (PDAs) to enhance fieldwork 
Dr Tim Stott , Reader in Physical Geography & Outdoor Education, Liverpool John Moores University, Faculty of Education, Community & Leisure, I. M. Marsh Campus, Barkhill Road, Liverpool L17 6BD, UK. 

email: T.A.STOTT@LJMU.ac.uk 



	Level                 1 and 2

Technology requirements
Hewlett Packard iPAQ hx2190 Pocket PC; HP Protective Leather Case; Ortlieb Waterproof map case.


	Group size        multiples of 4

Skills required 

Knowledge of Excel; file transfer to/from PDA via Bluetooth.

	Rationale

Recent advances in mobile technologies, in particular in hand held computers and personal digital assistants (PDAs) have the potential to improve field data collection by students.  During field investigations of river discharge, slope, cross-section area, and bed load, students work in groups of 3-4 to collect data in and around a river cross-section.  Five PDAs (1 per group of 4 students) were purchased in Feb-06 for evaluation in Mar/Apr-06 on 5 field trips with students studying on 3 different modules.  PDAs were used to: (1) record data in Pocket Excel where standard recording templates were designed and pre-installed on the PDAs, (2) provide e-handouts of the fieldwork tasks (using pocket word) as a backup to paper handouts, (3) provide relevant theory from lecture as PowerPoint slides viewed as .jpeg images using HP Photo Smart software, (4) provide colour photos (.jpeg images) of the field sites from previous field visits, or during different conditions (eg rivers in flood, poor or good weather conditions) to expand the timeframe and give students a different perspective (eg. before/after a landuse change) or display historical photos. Such resources can help students plan their investigations.


	Teaching method

Students work in groups of four. Three students use equipment to record their data (tape, 1 m rule, flow meter, level, tripod, staff), while one student types measurements into an Excel spreadsheet designed for the purpose on a PDA.  The spreadsheet contains formulae, which allows calculations to be undertaken quickly and accurately.  Data files are saved in the field on completion of survey and transferred via Bluetooth to lecturer’s PDA or lap top (for backup).  Upon return, the lecturer places data files on VLE (Blackboard) for students to access in order write their field report.  The sharing of data held on wet, torn or even lost paper datasheets has been a major problem with field notes and data previously. Using PDAs helps overcome this issue so enhances students’ ability to organise and share their group data, field notes and observations.   



	Benefits 

Setting up an Excel template beforehand helps students to organise their data collection in an appropriate way for the required subsequent analysis.  The formulae set up in the spreadsheet can do calculations quickly and accurately saving students time and increasing accuracy.  Data can easily be shared among a group after fieldwork by download via bluetooth to another base PDA or lap top – then emailed, placed on a web page or VLE or datapens/CDs.  Access to colour photos of field site (s).

	Pitfalls 

Most students need some prior training in using the PDAs, though some have experience and may own one. Not all PDAs are weatherproof and so need to be used in a weatherproof case (a weather proof PDA costs from £1000 upwards). Ortlieb rubber map cases were used for this purpose and the students were instructed on how to operate the PDA & stylus inside the case, but they can be prone to steam up. Bright sunshine directly on the screen makes it difficult to read and needs to be shaded.  Losing stylus pen is problematic – this was prevented by fixing the stylus to the case with 30cm of fishing line.  If the stylus is lost, the PDA can be operated with a pencil or other pointed object, being careful not to scratch the screen.  Battery failure can also occur, although this depends on temperature and age of battery.  On a full charge they easily last 4-6 hours (enough for a field day), but be aware that they can be switched on accidentally when in transit.



	Evidence of effectiveness

Student Positive Comments:  Fairly quick to use; the data are straight onto a spreadsheet ready for analysing; quicker and less chance of collecting incorrect data; less paper to be carried, therefore less lost; when back home the data doesn't have to be put into excel because it's already been done in the field; no wet pieces of paper; will be easy to transfer to PC, legible results; don't need to write much; saved lots of paper flapping about in the wind; the data were recorded in an easy access format; the PDA doing my calculations and not having to write when hands very cold; quick and easy data input and calculation; allowed better layout of data than in notebook; small, easy to use, works in all weather.

Student Negative Comments:   The weather was bad so it was a little fiddly to use in the waterproof case; low battery and working in the rain/snow made it hard to view screen; can't see the screen very well in sunlight; it not being waterproof; only when it snowed, protecting PDA in waterproof bag - hard to see screen and awkward to hold PDA in bag; difficult to read in sunlight and under waterproof cover when raining.

Student Suggestions:  Study with a PDA before using in the field, to get used to it, and draw up own prepared worksheet; use them on all fieldtrips; quick and easy to use; let there be more PDAs available for everyone; provide bigger plastic bag for use in wet weather; waterproof case instead of big bag; waterproof case that fits the PDA.



	Advice to others

PDAs could be used to provide students with alternative ‘audio’ instructions for tasks they are asked to complete in the field.  A PDA fitted with a GPS receiver could be used for navigation to/from field sites using AA Navigator maps & software for UK (£80). 
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