Pilot GCSE - Option 7: Investigating Geography Through Fieldwork

Context
Sometimes fieldwork is about taking controlled measurements or testing hypotheses, it can include collecting data to support (or reject) a new business proposal or be related to establishing the environmental quality of a local water course. Out-of-classroom activities offer a tangible bridge between local concerns and national or international issues.

Fieldwork investigation has a long history in the development of geographical thought. Many early geographers were in fact explorers undertaking observations and recordings of their travel experiences. Candidates are required to investigate fieldwork traditions, and the RGS-IBG Unlocking the Archives website offers a rich resource for this part of the fieldwork unit.

Through this unit candidates should engage with a critical review of fieldwork, rather than accepting it as an unquestioning force for good. They should be questioning ‘What is fieldwork?’ and ‘How is it justified?’ The role of fieldwork can vary. It can be ‘about’ the environment (developing knowledge and understanding), ‘through’ the environment (developing practical skills and providing activity based learning) and ‘for’ the environment (with a social change agenda).

Candidates should also explore the power relationships and influences that lie behind explorations and commercial investigations. They should be encouraged to think critically about why certain research activities are commissioned, how the data is used and with what effect. Where geographers from different economic or environmental persuasion, or from a different social or cultural background have carried out an investigation, would the results be presented in the same way?

One of the strengths of fieldwork is that it requires candidates to project a range of practical, organisational and intellectual skills onto a real world issue. This involves them in exploring the complexity of geography. The real world often demands critical reflection to support meaningful description, explanation and judgements. Candidates should have a go at the interpretation of the world first-hand, or, arguably, their geographical education will be lacking.
Job provides a summary of the extensive range of fieldwork strategies (see GTIP web pages http://www.geography.org.uk/gtip/gtip_4c.asp#design), and a significant element of this unit is that candidates are required to critique and reflect upon these so as to improve their ability to plan and organise their own investigations. 

Since Job’s summary was produced, there has been significant debate surrounding virtual fieldwork. It may be helpful to share some of these discussions with your candidates. They will be well placed at the end of this unit to develop their own dialogue on virtual fieldwork.

Content
This unit is divided into four sections:

· Finding out about fieldwork, candidates consider the relevance, purpose and significance of fieldwork.

· Undertaking fieldwork, through designing a project candidates explain the main features of different data collection methods and outline logistical and health and safety considerations.

· Reporting back, data-handling, candidates carry out a basic analysis of data using a range of techniques and report back on their findings appropriately.
· Fieldwork in action, candidates should be personally involved in planning, implementing and reporting back on at least two fieldwork projects.
Concepts

This unit draws on all five of the Pilot GCSE concepts:

· Uneven development. Fieldwork involves candidates in describing, explaining and making judgements about observed spatial variations. The consideration of the simultaneity of difference is one of geography’s major contributions to developing a meaningful understanding of real-world issues.

· Interdependence. Any fieldwork investigation should enable candidates to explore how the place they are studying is linked with others through geographical flows, patterns and processes. Scale should be used as a ‘zoom lens’ to focus a study. No study should be based entirely and exclusively at any one scale or one place. 

· Futures. The future of the place being investigated should be explored in a meaningful and informed way. Candidates should be supported in considering alternative geographical imaginations. These should be informed, reasoned and rational, and may involve candidates in imagining different social, environmental, political and economic priorities and philosophies.

· Sustainability. A critical understanding of perceived environmental, cultural and economic sustainability is important in thinking critically about any locality at any scale.

· Globalisation. The impact of global patterns, processes, systems and flows all have an influence on the development of any place. How these are perceived informs the decisions made in and about any locality, and candidates should come to understand that their decisions must be based on high quality geographical imagination. Meaningful fieldwork creates such information. 

Assessment objectives

The unit involves aspects of all three of the Assessment Objectives, i.e. AO1, AO2 and AO3. Inevitably a particular emphasis (50%) is placed on AO3. A knowledge and understanding of ‘the purpose and character of fieldwork, gaining awareness of the different types of fieldwork, the role of market research and surveys in informing decision makers and the relevance of fieldwork to society and the wider world’ is part of AO1. Developing an awareness ‘of the knowledge skills and understanding implicit in designing a simple fieldwork project, including understanding how health and safety considerations are integral to the planning process’ is part of AO2 but also has some overlap with A03. Candidates’ ability to select and use skills by demonstrating ‘an awareness of a range of approaches and techniques of data collection, including qualitative and quantitative approaches, primary and secondary data and the role of ICT in research’ are part of AO3 but also has some overlap with AO2. The ability ‘to use and apply appropriate skills and techniques in the planning, implementation and reporting back of the candidate’s own fieldwork projects’ forms part of AO3. 

Opportunities for linking themes

All the core themes and optional units allow opportunities for fieldwork. In particular there are strong links with the core theme ‘My place’ and optional units on ‘Coastal management’, ‘Planning where we live’ and ‘Urban transport’. 
Ensuring that the unit is ‘predominately academic’

This unit is difficult to classify on the academic-vocational continuum. It is predominantly academic in that it is focused on a body of knowledge, skills and experience pertaining to fieldwork. However, it will inevitably be applied by candidates since fieldwork must be used in a context. There is also a vocational relevance to jobs and careers in survey work, research, public relations and marketing
Planning content

The planning grid for the Investigating Fieldwork is available as a download from the Pilot GCSE web pages.

Conclusion

This unit has the potential to motivate young people and to challenge them to explore the relevance of geography in general and fieldwork in particular. It should broaden the previous experiences of the candidates and develop their transferable skills and understanding that can be applied to other areas of the Pilot GCSE course and to their experiences beyond formal geography lessons.
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