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Summary

The undergraduate intake into the School of Environmental Science, University of Ulster comprises students studying honours degrees in geography, environmental science and marine science, and students following a two-year non-honours Associate Bachelors degree. During the first week of teaching in Semester One of Year One, formal teaching is suspended and the students are taken on a compulsory residential fieldtrip that lasts for three days and two nights. The main aim of the trip is that it should act as an ice-breaker so that the students can get to know each other and the academic staff who will be teaching them during the coming months. However, work completed during the trip also counts towards assessment in some Year One modules. This case study outlines the organisation and rationale of a residential fieldtrip for a large group of students and evaluates the trip from both a student and staff perspective.
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Introduction 

Increasing importance is being placed on the management of students moving into higher education. As the diversity and range of the types of students entering higher education changes so it has been recognised that the management of these students needs to change accordingly to take into consideration their changing needs. Modularisation has led to the development of large shared modules in Year One as institutions benefit from economies of scale. In Bioscience courses a first year class size might commonly be of 200 students compared to a secondary school class size of 20. Some students require help to deal both academically and socially with such changes in the scale of their learning environment. Science students at the University of Ulster were asked about their social life in the December of their first year. It was clear from their responses that some students were not finding it easy to integrate. About 64% found making close friends to be difficult, and 76% felt socially isolated to some extent (Cook and Leckey, 1999).

Individuals vary considerably in their ability to socialise, especially when thrust into the strange surroundings of a new educational institution. So, attempts to encourage them to socialise early in the course help to increase the extent to which they are socially integrated into the academic community. This also leads to greater goal and institutional commitment, reducing the probability of dropping out (Grosset, 1991). 

This case study outlines a residential off-campus induction combined with fieldwork during the first teaching week of the first semester in Year One for geography, environmental science and marine science undergraduate honours students as well as Associate Bachelors students.

Relevance to the STAR guidelines

At its outset the STAR project researched, produced and published a set of guidelines based on the causes of student attrition and which pointed the way towards possible good practice. The STAR guidelines relevant to this case study are

2.4 Induction events should provide the foundations for social interactions between students and the development of communities of practice. 

2.5 Induction activities should promote the development of good communication between staff and students. 

3.3 Students should receive regular formative evaluations of their work throughout year 1, particularly early in semester 1. 

Cook, et al. 2005

History of the practice 

The fieldtrip has been an integral part of the School since 1970. The original idea was that it would provide an ideal opportunity for students to get to know each other on a social basis as well as to meet the staff informally. 

The practice

The practice consists of all the first year students going to Co. Donegal for three days during the first week of term. 

Students meet at the university and are transported on buses to Ardara, a small town in the southern part of Co. Donegal. In past years all of the students have stayed in the local hotel, however, due to increasing student numbers there is now an overspill and some of the students are now accommodated in local B&Bs. 

The time away is spent on different field-based exercises in the towns, villages and countryside around Ardara. There are different exercises for each of the three student groups, which are led by teaching staff in that discipline. Within the larger geography and environmental science groups they are also sub divided into smaller more manageable groups to facilitate the teaching of the exercises. This means that some of the exercises have to be repeated.

In 2005 a total of 129 students went on the trip. They were divided into their subject groups to travel as some do field stops and work both on the way to Ardara and on the return journey. 

The students are given a fieldtrip handbook at the start of the trip. This contains information on what they are going to be doing and when and how the assessment is organised. Each of the exercises is detailed in the booklet and contains some background information, activity in the field, what they have to produce from it and any appropriate health and safety notices that are needed for specific field exercises. 

Although the main aim of the trip is to allow the students to socialise in an informal atmosphere there is also an element of academic work attached to the programme. This eases students gradually into fieldwork methods; because the students have to work in groups, they also begin to make friends and begin to feel comfortable working cooperatively. There is an element of assessment tied into the work and students have to hand in fieldtrip reports when they return to the university by the Friday of the following week (Week Two of teaching). The fieldtrip report contributes 20% of the mark for the module Environmental Issues (ENS104C1) taken by all geography and environmental science honours students; the students following the marine science and Associate Bachelors Degree programme submit the work for other modules. In the fieldtrip booklet there is a detailed breakdown of the learning outcomes, the assessment criteria and the allocation of marks. Appendix 1 shows an example of the breakdown of the geography students’ marks. Submission of academic work so early in the semester enables students to get feedback very quickly in relation to how their work relates to the standards expected at Higher Education level. 

Resource implications 

The financial contribution that each student pays is £40, which goes towards the cost of accommodation. The School contributes approximately £4000, which makes the total per head including staff around £65. This includes mini bus hire and staff accommodation and expense costs. A total of ten academic staff and two or three post-graduate demonstrators attend the field course and they are usually there for the whole trip. 

Effectiveness 

Formal evaluation of this practice was conducted by the STAR project and consisted of two questionnaires and a student focus group as well as interviews with two key members of academic staff.

Questionnaire

Student opinion of the trip was gained via a pre- and post-fieldtrip survey of those going on the induction fieldtrip to Donegal in 2004. The questionnaires were adapted from those used by Turner et al. (2003). The use of two questionnaires was so that students’ perceptions before the trip could be compared with their experiences of the trip itself. The students’ feelings, both before and after the trip are evaluated in the context of both work and social perspectives. Fifty-two students (40%) completed the pre-fieldtrip questionnaire with 71 (54%) completing the post-fieldtrip questionnaire. 

There is clear evidence (Table 2) that the fieldtrip is very effective in encouraging students to get to know each other and the academic staff.

Table 2. The assessment of the residential fieldtrip in Co. Donegal as an ‘ice-breaker’ – the percentage of students claiming to know other students before and after the fieldtrip and the percentage of students claiming to know the academic staff before and after the fieldtrip.

	% of students knowing other students

	Number of students known
	None
	1
	2-5
	6-10
	>10

	Before
	7.7
	9.6
	67.4
	11.5
	3.8

	After
	1.4
	1.4
	2.9
	22.5
	71.8

	% of students knowing staff
	

	Number of staff known
	None
	1
	2-5
	>5
	

	Before
	30.8
	44.2
	25.0
	0
	

	After
	2.8
	1.4
	87.3
	8.5
	


These results show that before the trip the majority of students knew between two and five other students, but after the trip 72% knew more than ten fellow students. The majority said that they made friends through working with people in the field and also by sharing a room with fellow students. 32.7% of students were anxious about sharing a room but this anxiety had been allayed for all but 8.4% of the students after the trip. In relation to the staff, most students either knew none or one member of staff before the trip but afterwards 87% knew between two and five members of staff. 

When questioned about how they felt before the trip 17.3% did not want to go, 38.4% were apprehensive and 44.3% were anxious about going. However, in the post fieldtrip questionnaire 80.3% were looking forward to going on more excursions. All except one student agreed that the fieldtrip had helped them settle into university and that the trip should be repeated for the first year students the following year.

Approximately a quarter of the students questioned claimed that they did not know what to expect or what was expected of them on the trip. 29% suggested that better information prior to and during the tip would improve the experience. 

Student focus group

A focus group of four female students was interviewed about their experiences on the field course. This illustrated that the attitudes of students could vary widely. Student C was enthusiastic and obviously sociable. She had intended to do a degree in Environmental Health but had made a poor choice of A level subjects. Her choice of Environmental Science was made with the intention of progressing to Environmental Health as a postgraduate. She commented on the field course as:

“Well if you ask me personally, I enjoyed it because I really got to know everybody, because I know lots of other girls who still know nobody in their class, whereas I‘m confident that I know the majority in my class.”

And she concluded:

“The fieldtrip made me realise that this is what I want do. It banished all the misgivings I had about not getting into Environmental Health. I really enjoyed it.”

Student D also chose Environmental Science because she did not get in to an Environmental Health course and this was her second choice. She did not want to attend the field course from the outset:

“I dreaded it. I got the letter through the door and virtually burst into tears. I didn’t want to go at all.”

In answer to a question about making friends she said: 

“Not really during the fieldtrip. Maybe one or two, but I wasn’t positive about the fieldtrip at all. I definitely made more after, during assignment projects.”

She was academically focussed and saw the value of the fieldtrip only in the grounding it gave for future study. The best thing about the trip was:

“getting a basis for later study. I thought it was handy for what we did later on. A good foundation.”

On teasing out the reasons for her dissatisfaction it became apparent that this student was lacking in confidence (in stark contrast to Student C!):

“I was just thrown in at the deep end. You were expected to know everything and I just didn’t. You’re just out of school which was the complete opposite of university. They [university staff] don’t seem to appreciate that, and I think the whole thing was frightening. It was terrible and they didn’t appreciate your feelings at all. If there had been some sort of a routine that you knew roughly what you were doing and what times you were doing it, then we could have been organised.”
Although it must be acknowledged that some aspects of the domestic arrangements of the fieldtrip in this particular year lacked organisation, it is clear that some students coming from the highly structured secondary school system directly into university have difficulty coping with changed staff expectations. Others, like Student C, appear to thrive on the freer atmosphere. 

Academic staff who have been running field courses for some years may not appreciate the difficulties of some new students. Thus Student A noted:

“It was the first week at university and I’d never been away for a whole week before. I come from a large family and being away from them and having no contact at all was dreadful. We should have gone somewhere where there was a mobile phone signal.”

At least one student left the University after the field course. Student C related her tale:

“In the accommodation there was a girl from … … She was really upset the first night and then by the second she didn’t want to do it. When she got back she changed her course, and by the end of the next week she had left altogether. The fieldtrip put her off completely.”

“She talked to [a member of academic staff] and he was really helpful and helped her to change her course. But I think it was because she was just new. I only knew her to see when we were at school, but when we came here she was clinging on to me. She just couldn’t cope with being away.”

Staff opinion

The fieldtrip for Year One students early in their programme has been a feature of the School of Environmental Science extending over the last 35 years but it has only been in recent years that its value as an effective mechanism for successful induction has been recognised:

“I would put more emphasis on [social bonding]. Certainly for the Donegal fieldtrip the primary aim was to get the students to work as a group, to interact with members of staff and to get to know their colleagues more than anything else. If they became a happy working group in the first instance then that would continue through.”

“The primary objective is as an ice-breaker for the students, between themselves but also to meet the staff that are going to be teaching them for the next three to four years.”

“I think the big benefit is a social one. So many of them tell me that during practical classes they at least know another face. They talk to their friends in other courses and they know nobody.”

“It seems to be a very popular thing amongst the students; almost all the students come back and say it has been a positive experience. Primarily I would say this positive experience comes from the fact that they can meet everybody in a relatively relaxed environment, that is the key positive. But it also does introduce people to field work as well.”

The workload, although not onerous, does fall at a particularly busy time of year and this can create difficulties getting academic staff to attend:

“It’s usually the same staff which volunteer every year. We used to have large numbers go away but those have frittered away and it’s usually the same core of people. We have lost a couple of people over recent years and we haven’t had anyone coming on board to take their place.”

Apart from organising transport, accommodation and logistics, the highest workload seems to be in pulling together the various parts of the fieldtrip handbook to support the work in field and the post-fieldtrip marking:

“It would be additional I suppose. Writing the exercises and preparing the booklet …and, of course, marking the exercises of 120 students.”

The staff are also aware that, for some students, it is not just their first time away from home but also perhaps the first time some students have had to cope with meeting and socialising with complete strangers:

“We probably reduce the drop out rate at an early stage, because a lot of students come and are concerned about leaving home. We do get homesickness. If people are left isolated they are much more likely to be unhappy.”

It is easy, when running such fieldtrips, for complacency to set in and it is very important that if standards fall, changes are made as soon as practicable. Thus, in 2004, the standard of food at the accommodation was dreadful; this was quickly resolved for the following year:

“We made some minor adjustments since last year to make the students happier. There were some complaints about the quality of the food and some of the accommodation and we reacted to that. I had a word with the hotel, paid a little bit more money and this year it was superb.”
Conclusion

Residential fieldtrips get courses that involve an element of fieldwork off to a relevant start and reinforce key aspects of the subject. This works well for those students committed (or who become committed) to the subject. If a student is unsure about the course on which they have embarked, however, the total immersion of a field course can break their resolve to continue. Thus the content needs to be supportive of the breadth of the course and not just favour practical elements so early in the course.

There are some aspects that need to be handled with care. Some new students may never have been away with strangers before and can feel threatened and isolated, even in a group. The socialisation aspects of a field course are to been seen as benefits but this presupposes that all students are accustomed to the range of social situations found on a residential field course. Academic staff have to be observant, open and supportive. 

Context

	University of Ulster
	· 4 campuses

· 24,389 students

· Undergraduate: 19,796

· Postgraduate 5593

· Full time: 16,821(15,397 UG, 1424 PG)

· Part time: 7,568 (4399 UG, 3169 PG)

· >3500 staff
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Appendix 1 Geography Assessment Form

DONEGAL FIELD COURSE REPORT
Assessment Form

Name………………………

Note that credit will be given for the presentation standard in each of the four sections of the report. Thus, attention should be given to such matters as organisation of material, accuracy and neatness of maps and diagrams, readability of tables, as well as grammar, sentence structure, and spelling.

	
	Weighting
	Mark Obtained

	I. Social & Economic Issues
	25
	

	Evaluating CCTV Report
	
	

	II. Historical Geography (Settlement)
	25
	

	a) Annotated sketch map
	8
	

	b) Buildings and commentary
	8
	

	c) Ardara and whaling
	8
	

	III. Tourism Development Exercises
	25
	

	 a) Description of Donegal Town’s location, site and access
	5
	

	b)  Description of the opportunities for recreation
	5
	

	c)  Description of the facilities for staying and eating in the area
	5
	

	d)  Map of Donegal Town, environs and its tourist facilities
	10
	

	IV. Rivers
	25
	

	V. Landscape Interpretation

	25
	

	*Total mark
	100
	


*Geography students do the three human geography themes and only one of the two physical geography (Rivers and Landscape Interpretation) exercises.
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