
 

 

9. Fieldwork: Engaging students with real-world data 

 
Contact: Philip Porter (p.r.porter@herts.ac.uk)  
 
Tags: medium group, level 2, fieldwork, authentic assessment, data, geography 
Level    2  
Number of students  approximately 40 
Discipline   Physical geography/glaciology 
 
Brief overview of assessment activity 
Students collect glaciological field data (air temperature, meltwater river stage, meltwater electrical 
conductivity, suspended sediment load) during a fieldtrip to Switzerland and conduct experiments in 
the field to gauge discharge of glacial rivers. They then use data collected in a data analysis 
computer practical exercise back at the University to assess the nature of links between climate 
variables, glacier hydrological systems and glacier meltwater discharge fluctuations and submit an 
assessed report based on analysis of these data. The aims of the exercise are to teach: general 
fieldwork skills, specific field data collection skills, field instrument operation and advanced data 
analysis techniques.  
 
Description of how the assessment supports student learning 
The exercise and associated assessment allows students to gain ‘hands on’ experience of field 
techniques and shows the real world application of techniques learned in the classroom. It also 
allows students to work with ‘real’ data and this has the benefit of students feeling that they have 
some ‘ownership’ of their work as well as showing how quantitative techniques can be applied to 
real-world problems (to enhance understanding of natural systems in this case). Enthusiasm is 
clearly enhanced by this fact and the analysis and write up of field data provides a useful experience 
relevant to level 3 individual research projects. The written report demands wide consultation and 
engagement with research literature appropriate to level 2 and a wide suite of transferrable skills 
are practised during the course of the exercise and assessment. 
 
Particular benefits of the assessment  
This exercise is particularly beneficial to students who may struggle to see the real-world relevance 
and application of the theoretical subjects they study. Higher level analytical skills are developed and 
the exercise is of great benefit to students who will be embarking on individual research projects at 
level 3 and to students who may be considering postgraduate study in field-based Physical 
Geography/Environmental Science areas. Being enquiry based, the assessment also integrates 
teaching with research on several levels and this has benefits for both staff and students 
 
How do you provide feedback on student submissions? 
Initial informal feedback starts during the Swiss fieldcourse. Students undertake initial data 
processing of their collected data and we engage in a group discussion of the results in a relatively 
informal setting. Students are also encouraged to discuss their findings with staff members prior to 
formal submission to ensure that understanding of theoretical concepts and computational 
techniques is sound. Formal feedback and grading is provided based on submission of the final 
report  
 
How do you encourage student engagement with the feedback? 
Each year I complete the exercise using the student data and post the correct results on StudyNet 
after marks have been released. Students are asked to check their results with the correct results 
posted and to discuss any issues subsequently to ensure they know where mistakes have been 
made.  
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