Field Trips
The filed experience had traditionally been a central emphasis of Earth science education.  Even during contemporary trends towards a stronger emphasis on modeling, theoretical and analytical approaches, it is the field experience that is often an early attractant of student to our disciplines, as well as the unique aspect of our science that distinguishes us from other physical, or even life, sciences.  Filed experiences provide a great opportunity to 1) build genuine inquiry and the excitement of discovery into all courses, and 2) give students experience in the process of science (Panel 3 report, AGU, 1997).  Field experiences also provide multi-disciplinary learning opportunities across the sub-disciplines of our science; readily make connections to societal concerts through practical applications; may provide a forum to demonstrate connections to cultural, historical, or aesthetic considerations; and field work provides the ultimate tests for understanding the dynamic, open, heterogeneous and complex Earth system.

The “best practices” recognized for effective instruction in the classroom apply equally to the field:  clearly establish the goals and expectations for the exercise, provide sufficient background materials or information to support the activity, and make sure that the assessment of the outcomes or products is congruent with the actual activity.  However, the field experience also presents certain challenges for effective instruction.

One area of attention that will help to promote effective learning occurs in the preparation state of a field experience.  A growing body of research has demonstrated that students will not be able to learn well until they are comfortable in their surroundings.  Researchers use the term “novelty space” to describe the uncertain terrain confronting students when they participate on a field trip.  It is essential to make sure that the students have a clear idea of a) where they are in the world (geographical awareness), b) what the geologic context is (geologic setting, necessary background information, skills, materials/equipment), and c) they must be secure in their personal comfort and safety (e.g. a schedule of meal and bathroom stops should be made available, expected time of return, etc.).  A more comprehensive coverage of this material is presented in the accompanying article, Field Notes, first published in the Teaching Mineralogy workbook (Mineralogical Society of America, 1996).

One of the best sources of information of field work can be found at the website of the UK Geosciences Education consortium Field work Symposium:  www.soton.ac.uk/~ukgec/ (click on workshops and publications for a complete list of other interesting workshops on geoscience education).  Abstracts and recommendations are presented on the following topics:  pre-field work preparation, planning and training; industrial viewpoints; and effective teaching in the field.  The proceedings of this symposium provide very rich suggestions and insights into successful field programs, and it is well worth the time to look at these materials in details.  Summary points from the symposium are presented below:
Pre-field work preparation, planning, and training.

· Are we doing it, and are we doing enough?

· Use satellite imagery, GIS, etc.

· Pre-field work – can basics, e.g. grid references, be addressed on the bus/coach during the journey to the field site?  Should pre-field work be done as a separate module, will this detract from the time in the field?

· Pre-field work orientation – get students to organize themselves, e.g. accommodations, tide table, weather forecasts, route planning, itinerary, etc.

Student Presentation – a consumer’s view of field work
· Provide briefings on a daily basis

· Bad weather – builds character, faculty need to put up with conditions too (!), bad weather goes with the job, and it can also act as an ice-breaker and builds camaraderie.

Industrial Perspective

· Tech field work in context

· Missing field skills:  drift mapping, feature mapping, soils/vegetations, land use, drilling, weathering, mapping in different terrains, mapping in urban areas, geophysical techniques for mapping.

Effective Teaching in the Field

· Identify the requisite core field skills

· Team work and group work, as well as independent work
Assessment/Evaluation of Field Work

· Formative v. summative; relative weighting of both

· Workload

· Motivation

· How to assess:  process and/or results/records, real-time feedback, self assessment reports, maps…

· Knowledge obtained on fieldwork – oral exam, written exam, computer assessment, reports/essays.

It is clear that effective field instruction requires much more than just hopping in the vans and taking off for the hills.  Care must be taken to ensure the safety and wee being of the participants at all times.  A clear set of goals and expectations should be articulated, and the itinerary should be designed to realistically meet these goals.  Students must be prepared in their knowledge base and in preparatory training in the skills needed to accomplish the field tasks.  Logistics must be clearly defined, including responsibility for food and drink, accommodations, appropriate clothing, warnings about potential hazards (e.g. rock-roll, snake bite, lightning strike, inclement weather, highway safety, etc.). The expected outcomes should be clearly demonstrated, and assessment should be appropriate for the task.  A reflective activity is often worthwhile to reinforce the field experiences.  And perhaps the best reason:  just go out and have fun.  Field experiences don’t have to be the academic equivalent of boot camp.
