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ABSTRACT 

Experiential learning, through fieldtrips and study tours, is widely recognised as an important 
component of education for natural and built environment disciplines. Problem-based and experiential 
learning within fieldtrips can promote skills development. Yet the design of the teaching and learning 
experience must align with learning outcomes and student expectations if fieldtrips are to be 
pedagogically effective. The teaching method, types of assessment, fieldtrip location and context, 
staff-student ratio and interactions, and post fieldtrip activities and feedback all potentially affect 
successful learning outcomes – especially deeper learning (e.g. comprehension and analysis). The 
planning literature on this topic is scant. We currently do not know which aspects of fieldtrips work 
best and why. Nor do we know which types of assessment and which fieldtrip components best 
contribute to the development of employability skills. Using an interdisciplinary evidence-based 
approach, this paper identifies best practices for effectively embedding fieldtrips into the planning 
curriculum to maximize skills development. The paper uses a systematic quantitative literature review 
of peer reviewed journal articles on fieldtrips in tertiary education in natural and built environment 
disciplines to identify best practice. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Sector-wide changes in Australian tertiary education have highlighted the importance of student 
employability. Within tertiary learning, student engagement is critically important for developing 
employability skills and driving positive student learning outcomes (Fuller et al., 2006). In the social 
and environmental sciences (e.g. planning, geography, environmental science), fieldtrips provide a 
major opportunity for student engagement. Smith and Lewi (2014) suggest that the benefits of 
fieldtrips might translate to better student engagement and could foster the development of 
employability skills. Fieldtrips have been widely extolled for their capacity to ignite the imaginations 
of even the most withdrawn students because they provide a student-centred approach to teaching 
and learning (Yigitcanlar, 2013, Procter, 2012). Yet ongoing resource constraints mean that there is a 
risk of losing the types of ‘hands-on’, ‘real-world’ experiences that fieldtrips offer, likely impacting 
graduate employability. This begs the questions: what are the benefits of fieldtrips and are they still 
relevant in tertiary education in the twenty-first century? To answer these questions in this paper we 
investigate the skills that fieldtrips may develop (especially employability skills) and how this 
development occurs.  

‘Employability’, while hard to measure and often articulated ambiguously, refers to a set of ‘soft skills’ 
that include: professionalism, reliability, coping with uncertainty, managing pressure, thinking critically 
and strategically, communicating and interacting with others, written and interpersonal 
communication competencies, and time management and problem solving capabilities (Andrews and 
Higson, 2008,). The Planning Institute of Australia (PIA) accreditation policy (PIA, 2016) identifies core 
and generic capabilities and competencies graduates of all accredited planning programs are expected 
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to demonstrate. Generic capabilities include critical analysis and synthesis; creative and strategic 
thinking; spatial analysis; written, verbal and graphic communication; team work; and understanding 
and the application of theory to practice. Core competencies include professional and ethical planning 
practice; plan making, land use allocation and management, and urban design; and governance, 
planning law, plan implementation and planning administration. A review of environmental planning 
literature (Bosman and Dedekorkut-Howes, 2014) identified a number of foundational knowledge 
topics and generic skills or implementation methods to apply these principles that are important for 
environmental planners. Important foundational knowledge topics include ecological concepts, 
environmental economics, environmental philosophy, environmental psychology, sustainability, 
environmental ethics, and environmental justice. Important skills and methods include environmental 
design; geographical information systems; environmental impact assessment; environmental policy 
and law; site planning; negotiation, arbitration and conflict resolution; and critical inquiry. 

Fieldtrips are a traditional teaching tool that can involve a wide range of outside experiences such as 
fieldwork practice, immersion tours, site visits, group work and a variety of assessment types. The idea 
of introducing outside, real and virtual, learning experiences in higher education is not a new 
phenomenon and has been applied in a multitude of disciplines to enhance student learning (Moline 
2009; Jacobson et al., 2009; Bauerle and Park, 2012). The term ‘fieldtrip’ means an outing or trip to 
the field, which is organised and operated by tertiary education staff for primarily discipline specific 
teaching and learning (Scarce, 1997; Golubchikov 2015). We utilise a broad term because this captures 
and reflects the diversity of fieldtrips implemented in tertiary education course curricula. Fieldtrips are 
similar, but not related to practical placements, which are managed by or in part by usually non-
institutional bodies (e.g. an industry partner or student employer). 

Assessing the effectiveness of fieldtrips in tertiary education to improve student learning outcomes is 
not consistent nor systematic (Gore and Nelson, 1984). One way of measuring the learning 
performance of fieldtrips is to compare different teaching strategies employed in the fieldtrip (Cotton 
2009) or comparing attitudes before and after a fieldtrip (Boyle et al., 2007; Demirkaya and Atayeter 
2011). Others, such as Gore and Nelson (1997) developed an evaluative framework to assess the 
learning objectives of course curricula. However, while there is evidence of improved cognitive and 
affective abilities of students who have participated in a fieldtrip, the overall skills benefit of 
incorporating fieldtrips in education is still unclear. In some cases, institutions still struggle to 
understand and see the purpose of fieldtrips in education (Hope, 2009; Herrick 2010). Instead, because 
of the difficulties of defining and measuring the worth of fieldtrips in education, institutions are moving 
away from this method of teaching, while online and blended learning techniques have increased 
(Matheys et al., 2012; Procter 2012). Information technology plays a clear role in education today, 
even for fieldtrip learning and education (Medzini et al., 2015). Nonetheless, experiential learning 
continues to be an important consideration for student skills development and has increased its worth 
recently with regard to real-world learning activities (Scarce, 1997). Growing concerns about student 
skills and their relevance to the real world of industry and work have increased interest in fieldtrips as 
a method to improve these learning outcomes (Rydant et al., 2010). To some extent, this interest to 
enhance student learning outcomes and performance has prompted the emergence of discussions on 
the need for new methods of teaching focused on the real world of work. 

This indicates that the introduction of fieldtrips in education has benefits for the overall student skills 
for future application in the real world of work. The question to ask then is: do fieldtrips effectively 
benefit student employability and, if so, how do they improve employability? This paper addresses this 
question through a systematic quantitative literature review (Pickering and Byrne, 2014) to assess the 
breadth and, to an extent, the depth of academic literature on fieldtrip outcomes in tertiary education. 
The range of learning, teaching and institutional outcomes of fieldtrips is identified and analysed. This 
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is the first systematic literature review that provides a comprehensive overview of fieldtrips in tertiary 
education in natural and built environment disciplines collectively1.  

SYSTEMATIC QUANTITATIVE LITERATURE REVIEW METHOD  

A systematic quantitative literature review maps the literature in a logical and reproducible way using 
methods developed by Pickering and Byrne (2014). It has been applied to a number of research topics 
including energy efficiency (Byrne and Portanger, 2014), urban trees in different climatic zones (Roy et 
al., 2012),  evaluating ecological restoration methods (Wortley et al., 2013) and environmental 
sustainability policy implementation failures (Howes et al., 2017). The method is underpinned by two 
principles. First, a comprehensive and thorough search by way of electronic databases is used to 
identify all journal articles relating to fieldtrips. Second, categorization is used to review the literature 
in a transparent, well-articulated and reasoned way. The resulting assessment is an updated review of 
the literature and a methodological contribution to analyzing this body of literature.  

Google Scholar, Pro Quest, and the ISI Web of Knowledge electronic databases were used to identify 
journal articles about fieldtrips in May 2016. Keywords used included ‘fieldtrips’ or ‘field trips’ and a 
combination of terms including: ‘undergraduate’ ‘fieldwork’ ‘education’ ‘teaching’ ‘learning’. The 
identified articles were triangulated against a literature search on fieldtrips previously done in 2014.  

The database search identified over 100 English publications. However, a review of the abstracts 
revealed that a large number of these articles focused mainly on primary education or other 
experiential teaching formats such as studio or similar. These as well as conference papers2 and articles 
about learning or fieldwork not connected to outdoor fieldtrips were excluded3  resulting in 48 peer 
reviewed journal articles that focused on fieldtrips in tertiary natural and built environment education.   

The findings are presented in four main sections. The first section provides an overview of general 
trends including article information such as date of publication, journal discipline, and geographic 
location of authors. The second section overviews the type of data collected (qualitative and 
quantitative research), data collection methods (observation/reflection, interviews, focus groups, 
archival research, statistical and market analysis), source of information (e.g. authors or fieldtrip 
participants) and number of groups involved (students, stakeholders, community members). The third 
section summarises fieldtrip design features such as number and duration of fieldtrips; type of fieldtrip 
(real or virtual), geographic location (local, regional, international), place setting, pre and post fieldtrip 
activities, student and staff information (e.g. student cohort), education design (course/module topic, 
context to course, assessment type employed), as well as the overall effect of fieldtrips in higher 
education. The last section of the findings examines the skills gained in relation to student performance. 
Benefits were classed as either ‘discussed’ or ‘demonstrated’ based upon whether they were 
mentioned in previous literature and/or authors own thoughts, or if they were evidenced with data 
from primary research.  

FINDINGS FROM THE FIELDTRIPS LITERATURE 

Overview of Fieldtrips Research 

Research on fieldtrips in tertiary education in natural and built environment disciplines show a 
generally increasing interest in the past decade and is geographically focused in particular parts of the 
world. The review identified articles on fieldtrips since 1984 however, almost half (43%) of the articles 
were published between 2000 and 2009. The research was predominately conducted by lead authors 

                                                           
1 There are a number of reviews that have been conducted primarily focusing on the geography 

discipline (Fuller et al., 2000; 2006). 
2 Although linked to conference proceedings, the Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences Journal is 

included in this review. 
3 Although one article included in this review, Forest and Rayne 2009 argued that a real fieldtrip can 

be recreated in the classroom.  
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from Europe and interestingly the UK made up 95% of all articles published in this continent. There 
was only one other country (Greece) that had a lead author from Europe. Studies in the USA and 
Australasia each constituted 25% of all articles published, as well as two publications from Turkey and 
two more publications from Israel. There were no articles from the continents of Africa or South 
America.  

 

Table 1. Journal disciplines  

DISCIPLINES Journal Name 
Spatial 
discipline? 
(Yes/No) 

Number 
of Articles 

 
 
GEOGRAPHY 

Journal of Geography in Higher 
Education  

Y 20 

Journal of Geography Y 5 

New Zealand Geographer Y 1 

AREA Y 2 

Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers 

Y 1 

ENVIRONMENTAL International Research in Geographical 
and Environmental Education 

Y 1 

GEOSCIENCE Journal of Geoscience Education Y 1 

 
TOTAL ARTICLES IN SPATIAL DISCIPLINES 

 
31 

 
SOCIAL RESEARCH 

Procedia Social and Behavioral 
Sciences 

N 4 

SAGE Open N 1 

Teaching Sociology N 1 

INFORMATION 
TECHNOLOGY 

Journal of Computer Assisted Learning N 1 

Computers and Education N 1 

 
 
 
 
OTHER DISCIPLINES 

Journal of Biological Education N 2 

Journal of Chemical Education N 1 

Evaluation and Program Planning N 1 

The Law Teacher N 1 

Ps: Political Science and Politics N 1 

Journal of Teaching in Travel and 
Tourism 

N 1 

 
TOTAL ARTICLES IN NON-SPATIAL DISCIPLINES 
 

15 

EDUCATION IN 
GENERAL 

Teaching in Higher Education N 1 

Educational Research N 1 

   

 
TOTAL ARTICLES IN  EDUCATION RESEARCH 
 

2 

 
TOTAL ARTICLES OVERALL 

 
48 
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In terms of the journal discipline, geography journals dominated the publications (62% of all articles 
reviewed). The Journal of Geography in Higher Education specifically published 42% of all the articles 
reviewed (Table 1). Only 17 articles were focused on a discipline(s) other than geography, such as 
sociology (6), information technology (2), and biology (2). The majority of the journals publishing 
fieldtrip research are specialized on education and teaching in science disciplines (45 articles) or higher 
education more generally (2 articles). This might explain why most of the articles reviewed were 
concerned about fieldtrips for discipline specific teaching and learning (44 articles).   

Most of the articles focused on fieldtrips in geography education (26 articles) followed by other spatial 
disciplines including: earth sciences (4), environmental sciences (4), planning (3), and geology (1). All 
of the articles from the geography discipline specified traditional or/and external expectancies, such 
as institutional, as an issue for fieldtrips in geography education. This compares to just over half of all 
the articles in non-spatial disciplines (or non discipline-specific articles) specifying external 
expectancies and fieldtrip significance for undergraduate curricula in social science, teaching and 
research, law, biology, chemistry, politics and travel and tourism.   

Fuller et al. (2000) focused on the learning concerns of adding a pre-fieldtrip component for geography 
students to practice fieldwork skills before the beginning of their degree. Harland et al. (2006) focused 
on the value of fieldtrips in education from the perspective of teachers/lecturers from geography and 
other disciplines. Other less common educational concerns of all disciplines included: evaluating the 
types of assessment employed in fieldtrips, such as reflective diaries and multimedia assessments (5 
articles). Only one article evaluated goals and objectives from multiple disciplines to understand how 
fieldtrip education is considered by course curriculum more generally in science (Gore and Nelson, 
1984). Most articles also considered social and cultural concerns from both positive and negative 
perspectives (27 articles). However, only articles in the geography discipline focused on the negative 
concerns of fieldtrips in education, such as the exclusionary spaces for less able students (Hall et al., 
2004) and group-work (Haigh and Gold, 1993). No articles focused primarily on 
practitioner/professional concerns of fieldtrips in education. There were however a number of articles 
concerned with connection with practice in other discipline topics, including chemistry, planning and 
law. For example, one article focused on chemistry education and the use of fieldtrips to improve real 
world applications in chemistry related industry (Forest and Rayne, 2009). Another considered how 
cultural and cross-cultural concerns such as the value of visiting international locations can improve 
future urban planners’ understanding of cities and cultures (Yigitcanlar, 2011).  

Methods Used in Fieldtrip Research 

By a large majority, articles used qualitative data (31 articles)4 or a mix of qualitative and quantitative 
data (12 articles) (Table 2). A variety of social science methods were used across all articles with the 
most popular being case studies (36 articles) to investigate the specific learning skills of fieldtrips. A 
number of articles also focused on statistical scale or mixed methods to analyse assessment material 
e.g. Likert-scale (Boyle et al., 2007) and textual discourse (Hall et al., 2004). Data included a mixture 
from both student cohorts and teaching staff reflections (20 articles). No information came from 
practitioners or the professional sectors. The remainder of articles (12 articles) considered the skills of 
fieldtrips in more general terms or global terms. 

All articles noted positive benefits of fieldtrips to learning outcomes. For example, researchers from a 
variety of disciplines including political science, geography and urban planning discussed the positive 
contribution of place to improve student learning efficiency and outcomes (e.g. Box-Steffensmeier et 
al. 2000; Fuller et al., 2000; Yigitcanlar 2011; Fuller 2012; Yigitcanlar, 2013; Fuller and France, 2015) or 
specific skills by changing the nature of assessment or fieldtrip activities (e.g. Coe and Smyth, 2010; 
Mavroudi and Jöns, 2011).  

 

                                                           
4 This includes two papers which had no primary and only scholarly literature data. 
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Table 2 Research Design and Methods 

Research Design and Methods Number of Articles 

Data Type Qualitative 31 

Mixed (Qualitative and Quantitative) 12 

Secondary (Literature Review) 5 

Research 
Design 

Case Study 36 

Other designs 12 

Data Collection/ 
Analysis 
Methods 

In case study research Questionnaire 18 

Focus Groups 5 

Interviews 4 

Discourse Analysis 1 

Assessment material 6 

Curriculum Goals 1 

General overview 1 

In non-case study 
research 
 
 
 

Interviews 2 

Survey and/or reflections 4 

Focus Group 1 

Review/Literature 4 

Assessment material 1 

 

Fieldtrip Design and Characteristics 

All articles noted the characteristics of fieldtrips studied including: the type of fieldtrips (real or virtual), 
student characteristics and trip location specifics.  Most of the trips were to real places (41) with a 
small minority of virtual trips (7) (Table 3). Where virtual landscapes were employed, they were 
commonly used to work with real fieldtrips and assist the real experience (5 articles). A number of 
articles explored virtual fieldtrips as a stage prior to the real fieldtrip to improve preparation for the 
real fieldtrip (Warburton and Higgit, 1997; Cotton 2009).  

Fieldtrip(s) in tertiary education were overwhelmingly organised by the teaching staff (97%). However, 
Skop (2009) noted the benefits of co-organising a fieldtrip with students, such as the sharing of 
knowledge and skills. Most of the case studies involved fieldtrips for first and second year 
undergraduates (21 articles). Nine articles reported on fieldtrips for third year students with only three 
articles focusing on fieldtrips for students in year four or beyond. Many of the fieldtrips studied 
included smaller cohorts, with 28 articles focusing on a cohort size below 50 students. Only a few 
articles focused on larger cohort sizes and this research was mainly demonstrating the potential of 
fieldtrip education for large cohort size learning (Boyle et al., 2007; Buckley et al., 2004; Leydon and 
Turner, 2013).  

Most fieldtrips were connected to a science-based module or course (34 articles). A few articles (4) 
focused on field-courses, which require usually a significant amount of time in the field, such as a nine-
week, 14,500 mile expeditionary fieldtrip (Elkins and Elkins, 2006). Including a real fieldtrip is still 
considered more beneficial than having a replacement (Spicer and Stratford, 2001). However, Proctor 
(2012) found similar pros and cons between real and virtual fieldtrips. Scott et al. (2006) suggest that 
fieldwork, although beneficial for understanding and contextualizing geography and environmental 
education, needs to be better integrated into teaching methods for it to be central to discipline 
teaching. Overall, 50% of the articles included more than one fieldtrip and in terms of duration, 
fieldtrips over 5 days long were the most popular (20 articles).  

In the fieldtrip research literature study of international fieldtrips were popular. The fieldtrips 
examined were to a variety of locations but mainly to non-English speaking countries including: Cuba, 
China, Spain, Russia, Germany, Mexico, Greece, Kenya and Portugal. South Africa and the USA were 
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the English speaking locations for international fieldtrips. Rydant et al. (2010) discussed two 
international fieldtrips conducted jointly by a UK institution and a USA institution to mix student 
cohorts and work on team projects. Weeden et al. (2011) examined a cruise fieldtrip, which travelled 
to various different international locations. There was also some research on fieldtrips at either the 
local (16%) or regional (intra-state) scale (18%), and virtual fieldtrips (10%).  

 

Table 3 Overview of Fieldtrip Case Study Characteristics (Total number of articles reviewed: 48) 

Fieldtrip Characteristics 
Number of 
Articles 

Fieldtrip Type Real 41 

Virtual 7 

Geographical Breadth Local 8 

Regional/State 7 

International 17 

Virtual Scale 7 

Multiple discussed and/or not specified 11 

Fieldtrip Destination Natural 11 

Urban (e.g. township, city, residential) 14 

Professional/Industry 2 

Multiple and mixed locations 6 

Digital/Virtual 6 

University Campus Based 2 

Number of fieldtrips 
considered 

Single Fieldtrip 18 

Multiple Fieldtrips 19 

Generally discussed/not specified 11 

Fieldtrip Duration 1 day 4 

2-5 days 8 

5+ days 20 

Fieldtrips with various durations 5 

Not specified 11 

Pre-fieldtrip activities e.g. Briefing, workshops, lectures 22 

Post-fieldtrip activities e.g. Assessment, feedback session 27 

Student Year Level First 10 

Second  11 

Third  9 

Fourth  3 

Student Numbers  0-50 28 

51-100 5 

100+ 3 

 

Skills Development in Fieldtrips 

The reviewed literature has identified a diversity of skills developed through fieldtrip teaching, 
including: experiential, cognitive, affective, critical, cross-cultural and social skills (37 articles). Other 
key considerations of the reviewed literature were the teaching benefits for enabling skill development 
(30 articles).  

The teaching or pedagogical benefits of fieldtrips are reported to arise from: assessment (12 articles), 
the use of virtual and technology in fieldtrip design (8), a framework for skill development (9) and 
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knowledge brokerage (13). For the purposes of this paper, pedagogical benefits can be defined as the 
underpinning methods of fieldtrips that enable student skills development.  

 

Table 4 Fieldtrip benefits 

Benefits of Fieldtrips Number of 
Articles  

Enabling  skills 
through 
teaching 

General 30 

Assessment 12 

Virtual learning and IT 8 

Skill framing 9 

Knowledge brokerage 13 

Enhancing 
Skills through 
learning 

General 37 

Experiential and Cognitive 27 

Affective and Critical 14 

Technical and applied 22 

Social 22 

Cultural 5 

Environmental 2 

Institutional General 18 

Governance 11 

Performance 11 

Cost effectiveness 1 

 

This literature review suggests that fieldtrips improve various skills that enable learning including 
experiential and cognitive, affective and critical, technical and applied (practical), social, cultural, and 
environmental (Table 4). Boyle et al. (2007) consider cognitive learning skills as those that comprise 
the handling of information, problem solving and the development of meaning. Cognitive, in the 
example of fieldtrip teaching, is closely related to experiential learning, which is broadly understood 
when the learner is directly in touch with the realities being studied. Affective learning involves 
processes that are linked to values, beliefs, meanings and feelings. Or, more simply, ‘those that 
influence learning perception and the preferred approach to learn’ (Boyle et al., 2007, 301). 
Golubchikov (2007) considers critical learning activities as those that treat ‘…knowledge not as an 
object of consumption but rather as a matter of transformation by both teachers and students in a 
dialogue with the broader notions of justice, values, ethics and power’ (2015, 143). Active, practical 
and technical skills are usually those techniques or knowledge specific to the discipline of the fieldtrip 
examined in the article. Other learning benefits, such as social, cultural and professional skills were 
also noted.  

The institutional benefits gained from fieldtrip learning and performance was considered by a large 
number of articles (18 articles) including benefits that led to effective improvements in the governance 
of the institution, or outcomes of institutional performance. This can, for example, relate to the 
institutions’ performance as international fieldtrips build reputation and advertisement to increase 
and improve student recruitment. Mavroudi and Jöns (2011) reported the benefit of cost effectiveness 
through the utilization of underused equipment.  

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this systematic review is to illustrate what we know about fieldtrips as a teaching and 
learning pedagogy. The approach maps out where and why fieldtrips are considered in tertiary 
education, what skills they offer and how this might benefit student employability.  
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Pedagogical methods for skill development 

Fieldtrip assessments in three broad categories were cited by 12 articles as an underlying teaching 
benefit. The first assessment benefit is the use of digital or technological tools, resulting in increased 
engagement in a variety of mediums. Çalişkan (2011), for example, argue that the use of virtual 
fieldtrips can enhance the student experience and can provide for more meaningful and deeper 
student-centred learning. Warburton and Higgit (1997) suggest that increased student engagement 
can be improved by using a combination of information technology and real fieldtrips. They also argue 
that preparation for fieldtrips using technology can provide a useful departmental and student 
resource for future learning and reference, even whilst on the fieldtrip itself.  

The second most common assessment benefit of fieldtrips was the use of interactive or active 
assessments to improve higher order thinking or ‘deep’ learning, rather than only superficial or 
descriptive assessment. Mossa (1995) argued that the use of participatory field guides as an 
assessment tool was able to provide critical learning skills through the introduction of peer review and 
feedback. Sidaway (2002) found similar results when examining the use of photography on geography 
fieldwork. The authors argued that the use of active and interactive assessment with the fieldtrip was 
a benefit for more efficient and higher order student learning.  

The last benefit of fieldtrip assessment was the skills development that fieldwork can provide to 
students, particularly in international locations (Rydant et al., 2010). As Rydant et al. (2010) point out 
fieldwork has an evaluative benefit that can be used to improve fieldtrips in course curricula due to 
the skills that fieldwork assessment can provide.  

Fieldtrips as a tool to aid the skill development of students was identified in nine of the articles in the 
reviewed literature. Rydant et al. (2010, 221) suggest that ‘there is merit in faculty viewing their field 
teaching within the framework of the whole subject curriculum such that field courses and sites are 
viewed as much for their contribution to the overall skill set as their support for the classroom topic’.  

Various authors found the ability to value students’ place knowledge to be a key benefit of fieldtrips 
(Moussa, 1995; Mathews et al., 2012). Lessening the barriers between students and teachers was also 
identified as a key aid for knowledge brokerage (9 articles). On the other hand, in a Moscow fieldtrip, 
Golubchikov (2015, 149) found that the teacher’s position as a gatekeeper is increased in cross-cultural 
overseas trips, when students have language and cultural barriers to understanding, highlighting the 
risk of the authority of the teacher ‘damaging the very idea of critical pedagogy’. 

Types of learning to develop skills 

Cognitive and experiential learning as a benefit of fieldtrips were identified by 27 articles. In some 
cases, student learning was much more efficient and effective when fieldwork was implemented in 
geography discipline learning (Dummer et al., 2008; Fuller et al., 2000; Demirkaya and Atayeter, 2011). 
Cotton (2009) found that a quicker transfer of knowledge was enabled when students were well-
prepared and had a sound background of knowledge regarding the place that they were visiting. She 
argued that this also reduced the ‘novelty’ of space, which is something that can affect student 
experiential learning and efficiency when in new and unfamiliar places. In most articles, cognitive and 
experiential learning were better enabled when fieldtrips and fieldwork were well-organised and 
efficient, allowing for understanding and meaning to be constructed. For example, Elkins and Elkins 
(2006) improved student learning efficiency by playing audio during travel time and found that 
students found this beneficial for understanding and learning about the places that they were visiting.  

Affective learning or the employment of more critical learning approaches is another learning benefit 
of fieldtrips noted in 14 articles reviewed. Some specific benefits were the empowerment of learning 
for the student (Fuller and France, 2015) and self-reflection skills (Higgins et al., 2012). Technology and 
virtual fieldtrips can also invoke emotion and feelings which can help with abilities to cope and adapt 
to stress (Procter, 2012).   
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Cultural learning was cited as a learning skill gained through fieldtrips in 5 articles. In some cases, 
international cultural experiences were considered crucial for well-rounded discipline learning, 
particularly for disciplines that have international dimensions, such as planning (Yigitcanlar, 2011; 
2013). Mavroudi and Jöns (2011) demonstrated that video documentary assessments in human 
geography field courses can develop respect for different cultures, ways of knowing and seeing.  

Social skills were identified as a learning benefit of fieldtrips in 22 articles.  The majority of these articles 
cited fieldtrips as a way to improve the development of personal and social skills, specifically leadership 
and confidence (Mossa 1995; Boyle et al. 2007; Yigitcanlar 2013), work (9 articles) and informal 
interactions (13 articles). Fuller and France (2015), for example, found that informal interactions 
between peers were most pronounced when group work assessment was employed, resulting in the 
development of social skills and active learning during the course of fieldwork. Other articles such as 
Boyle et al. (2007) similarly found that affective learning through fieldwork has an enormous effect on 
student social learning and development.  

Only two articles identified environmental learning skills of fieldtrips as a benefit. A respect for the 
environment was increased when fieldtrips were used to engage students across multiple campuses 
or across an ‘unfamiliar’ multi-campus teaching environment (Gill et al., 2012). Bukley et al. (2004) 
found that by integrating a fieldtrip component to their Environmental Geography module, students 
were able to better acknowledge the environmental impact of their actions. Significantly, this fieldtrip 
component was also campus-based and students were able to apply this to a familiar and commonly 
visited place. 

Applied and technical knowledge was another benefit of fieldtrip learning identified by 22 articles. 
Fieldtrips can improve technical and analytical skills such as data collection (Gill et al., 2012), critical 
writing skills (Buckley et al., 2004) and practising with digital tools and techniques (Mavroudi and Jöns, 
2011). Some studies discussed the benefits of outdoor learning, particularly those places, which are 
particularly important for physical geography fieldwork (Fuller, 2012).  

Not all of the fieldtrip benefits claimed were demonstrated. For example, fieldtrip activities to improve 
application of theory were frequently mentioned in the literature but were only demonstrated in a 
few articles (Yigitcanlar 2013; Wheeden et al., 2011; Forest and Rayne, 2009). Forest and Rayne (2009) 
demonstrated how four half-day fieldtrips to various industries practicing chemistry, such as wineries, 
can be used as an alternative to a 3-hour laboratory session. This article also illustrated how the 
chemical processes of these industries can be integrated with chemistry statistical equations as an 
example of integration with curriculum theory. Social benefits, such as confidence building, 
networking and building relationships was another commonly discussed and demonstrated benefit 
across articles. Knowledge sharing and interacting with other groups such as teachers and community 
members were also commonly demonstrated benefits. 

Institutional benefits  

Institutional benefits of fieldtrips in tertiary education were discussed in disciplines that are more 
related to real life issues and research (McGuinness and Simm, 2005; Golubchikov, 2015; Gill et al., 
2012; Fuller et al., 2000, 2006). Smith (2010) found that fieldtrips can help to unify concepts in the 
undergraduate science curriculum through the general application of practical skills. Fieldtrips bring 
the applied and the practical skills that universities and institutions are requiring for employable 
students (Medzini et al., 2015; Mossa, 1995; Çalişkan, 2011).  

The benefits of fieldtrips for institutions identified in the articles reviewed varied. For example, a multi-
campus fieldtrip was a benefit that opened the doors for regional campus learning and co-ordination 
between similar courses at different campuses (Gill et al., 2012). A number of articles specified 
engagement with industry as a benefit of fieldtrip learning. For example Weeden et al. (2011) focused 
on a fieldtrip that took place on a cruise ship for a tourism related study module. Connections with the 
cruise ship industry were highlighted as a major benefit for future employment prospects for future 
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graduates. International fieldtrips for planning courses were also specified as an important industry 
engagement benefit for students (Yigitcanlar, 2011).  

Perhaps one of the biggest institutional benefits of fieldtrips mentioned by the articles reviewed was 
performance based, particularly around graduate success and outcomes (Yigitcanlar, 2011; Smith 2010; 
Scott et al., 2006; Moussa 1995; Fuller et al., 2006; Dalton 2001; Boyle et al., 2007). Dalton (2001) 
focused on the importance of pre-tertiary education fieldtrip skills to enhance and improve student 
success at university. 

In summary, almost all articles (34) presented positive outcomes from the fieldtrips. Articles that 
reported both positive and negative outcomes were classified as mixed outcome (16 articles, e.g. Hall 
et al., 2006). Only two articles discussed mainly negative issues of fieldtrips in education (Hall et al., 
2004; Haigh and Gold, 1993).  

CONCLUSION 

Fieldtrips are clearly a key component of undergraduate teaching to enhance learning outcomes. 
However, despite the long history of fieldtrips being an integral part of discipline teaching, the benefits 
of fieldtrip teaching are still unclear. Hence, fieldtrips may not be being utilised to their full potential 
for skills development and learning outcomes. This paper reviewed 48 different studies on fieldtrip 
teaching to improve learning outcomes from a range of disciplines. What is evident from this review is 
that the ability of fieldtrips to improve student learning is due to a number of benefits that arise from 
a complex set of teaching and learning approaches and institutional opportunities.   

While the specific reasons for individual learning success are diverse, there are a number of key trends. 
First, there are ongoing affective benefits of fieldtrip activities to continue to enhance social and 
cognitive skills, with consideration of the associated benefit to student social and personal 
development. Second, most disciplines, even those not spatially oriented, benefit from including 
fieldtrips in their curricula. Third, meeting performance outcomes and ways of demonstrating student 
learning improvement has been evident in the fieldtrip literature. Together these points demonstrate 
that there are benefits of fieldtrips for learning performance in all disciplines and that experience of 
fieldtrips offer a way to deeper and affective learning skills. 

Despite the demonstrated benefits there are significant challenges to integrating fieldtrip teaching in 
curricula and as a result the number of courses including fieldtrips, particularly in geography and 
spatial disciplines, are decreasing (Hope, 2009) or facing reduced funding, typically because of 
institutional or environmental limitations (Scott et al, 2006). This issue is especially pronounced in the 
UK institutions, where the majority of the reviewed fieldtrip literature originates from. With rising 
institutional and departmental resistance, fieldtrips have been fighting for their valid place in tertiary 
learning. 

Fieldtrips research claims many employability skills are gained from this mode of teaching and argues 
for more or better use of them though most times these claims are not quantitatively evidenced. The 
literature identifies experiential, cognitive affective, critical, cross-cultural and social skills gained 
through field trips. This list of skills overlaps with soft employability skills as well as PIA’s key 
competency requirements enforcing the utility of fieldtrips to deliver desired outcomes and supporting 
the view that in spite of organizational, budgetary, and procedural pressures educational institutions 
should seek to maintain fieldtrips in their curricula. Gathering evidence through research to 
demonstrate the benefits and designing the trips as well as assessment to maximize the skills gained 
are important points to consider in the future. 
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