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The State of Geographical Fieldwork in Hong Kong
Secondary Schools

Introduction

This paper attempts to review three pieces of research
which may help us to have a better understanding of the
state of fieldwork in Hong Kong (Ip, 1988; Lai, 1994; Wu,
1992). They were mainly questionnaire surveys on teachers’
attitude towards fieldwork, characteristics of fieldwork
conducted and students’ participation in fieldwork events.

What are teachers’ attitudes towards fieldwork?

Lai (1994) and Wu (1992) , in their studies, found that
teachers generally displayed a highly positive attitude
towards fieldwork. The functions of fieldwork were ranked
in the following order:

. illustrating concepts learnt in class, allowing direct
contact with objects, helping identification of features
and understanding spatial relationships, reinforcing
classroom learning;

2. practising techniques like map reading and photo/
diagram reading;
3. promoting teacher-student interaction, group interaction

and cooperation;

providing enjoyable and motivating experience for
students; and

increasing environmental awareness and concern.

These findings indicate that teachers are generally more
positive about the cognitive and skill objectives of fieldwork.
They are slightly less certain whether fieldwork is a
motivating experience for their students, and whether it
helps the students to develop an attitude of appreciation and
concern for the environment. When asked the relationship
between fieldwork and examinations, over 40% of the
teachers did not agree that they conducted fieldwork because
it would help their students prepare for examination (Lai,
1994).

What are the characteristics of fieldwork?
Methods

The surveys asked the major techniques teachers used in
fieldwork. Lai reported that 60% of the teachers always

provided base maps to their students; about 60% always or
often asked their students to collect data or complete
worksheets; and over 80% always or often asked their
students to work in groups. However, over 10% of the
teachers reported that they seldom or never engage their
students in any of the above.

The main techniques used as indicated in Wu'’s study were
“visit, look and see” (90%), “taking photographs™ (88%),
“using map reading skills” (80%), “observing” (78%),
“taking measurements” (70%) and “questionnaires” (63%).
Forty percent reported using hypothesis testing. When
teachers were asked to state their approach to fieldwork, it
was reported that over half adopted the “field teaching”
approach and less than one-quarter used the “field research”
approach. (Ip, 1988)

As shown in Table 1, most teachers always briefed their
students the purpose of the fieldwork, but only one-quarter
always conducted follow-up sessions after returning to
school. In fact, one in six teachers claimed that they seldom
or never conduct follow-up sessions (Lai, 1994).

Duration

Most fieldwork lasted for one lesson or half a day, while for
the senior forms, most of them lasted for a day and nearly
two-thirds of the fieldwork sessions took place in school
holidays (Wu, 1992),

Location

Most fieldwork were conducted in areas far away from the
school. Less than half of the teachers used neighbouring
area of their school for fieldwork (Ip, 1988; Lai, 1994; Wu,
1992).

Frequency

All the three surveys showed that, in an academic year, less
than 30% of the schools conducted fieldwork in Secondary
1 to 3, with Secondary 2 the lowest. In the senior forms,
most Secondary 4 and 6 levels had some form of fieldwork,
but much less fieldwork were conducted for Secondary 5
and 7 students. These percentages, with the exception of
S4, are much lower than the corresponding data in England
(Arthern, 19835, cited in Tilling, 1993).

Table 1 Activities Before and After Fieldwork
Always Often Sometimes  Seldom  Never
Briefed the students the purpose of the fieldwork 65.1 15.9 1] 4.8 32
Conducted follow-up sessions after returning to school 27.0. 28.6 28.6 6.3 D5
Requested the students to write fieldwork reports 28.6 Sl 28.6 6.3 4.8
(*All figures are in percentage) (Lai, 1994)



‘What are the barriers of fieldwork?

In carrying out fieldwork, teachers encountered. They
were, in descending order: safety concerns, inadequate
number of staff for supervision, large number of students,
difficulty to find time, lack of suitable venues and lack of
training of some teachers. The problems of heavy teacher
workload and inflexible time arrangements in lower forms
are also identified. Only a minority of the teachers stated
that financial costs and lack of ideas for fieldwork were
difficulties they encountered (Ip, 1988).

These findings are similar to studies elsewhere (e.g. Tillings,
1993), with the exception that teachers elsewhere frequently
mentioned lack of finance having a negative effect on the
level of fieldwork provision.

Discussion

The studies mentioned in this paper show that teachers hold
positive attitudes towards fieldwork. But many geography
teachers seldom take their students to the field, particularly
at the lower secondary level. As the difference between
intention and practice is a much more complex issue than
it may appear (Lai, 1995) it is important for educators to
identify and understand teacher conceptions which influence
the quantity and quality of fieldwork experiences.

Moreover, studies have shown that fieldwork in practice is
often very different from what the curriculum developers
have intended. Despite teachers’ efforts, some students
were often found unmotivated and occupied by trivial
activities. In Hong Kong, there has been very little research

on the teaching-learning processes of fieldwork. The three
studies reviewed in this paper were primarily concerned
with the state of fieldwork, constraints on its implementation
and teachers’ attitude studies. Exploratory studies by the
author suggested that more attention must be paid to the
understanding of the field as unique learning milieu and the
importance of the social-emotional context of fieldwork
learning (Lai, 1996).

The studies reviewed also reveal that many teachers did not
make use of the schools’ surroundings for fieldwork. In
fact, the immediate school environment often provides
ample resources and opportunities for conducting fieldwork
and its potential is often under-estimated (Lai, 1984). More
encouragement should be made in this area because such
types of fieldwork would allow teachers to organize more
short-duration fieldwork sessions for their students,
particularly those for the lower forms.

Lai’s survey (1994) also indicates that many teachers
probably did not pay adequate attention to the briefing and,
particularly, the debriefing processes. Fieldwork is an
experiential activity with a pedagogic purpose, it must be
realized that the preparation and follow-up sessions are
important components of the teaching-learning process.
Conscious reflective activity by the students is needed
before, during and after the fieldwork experience.

Many geography educators in Hong Kong have long upheld
the contribution of fieldwork to the study of geography. It
is hoped that a better understanding of the state of fieldwork
in schools will help to underscore the need of more research
on fieldwork as a teaching and learning strategy.

Table 2 Percentage of Teachers/Schools Which Did Not Conduct Any Geographical Fieldwork
Level Wu 1990/91 Wu 1991/92 Lai 1993/94
Sl 73.4 69.9 88.1
S2 197 77.6 89.6
53 78.3 7273 89.6
S4 30.8 28.7 529
S5 45.5 46.9 67.6
S6 46.9 36.4 61.8
ST 67.1 67.8 70.6

Notes: (1) Lai’s “no-fieldwork™ conducted figures are higher than Wu'’s probably because they represent responses from individual teachers and not from

individual schools.
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Is the sum insured under the Block Insurance Policy adequate?

With reference to the recent fire which occurred at Pat Sin Range resulting in the tragic deaths of 2 teachers and 3 students,

our chairman, Dr Daivd K. Y. Chu, had sent a written enquiry to the Director of Education enquiring about the precise terms

and provisions under the insurance policy which may be applicable to teachers undertaking field excursions and trips with

students. Reply from the Education Department and our feedback are shown below.

BL{)CK INSURANQE POLICY FGR A}DED AND CAPUT SCHOOLS
- FROM I SEPTEMBER 199% TO 31 A UGU%‘T 1997
_ Insurnnce_Sm nﬁgatmns-

GEOGRAPHICAL - Hong Kong and extended to worldwide for wmpamy visits by
LivELE.. W the Insured.

i Group l’ersuna] Ceident

Our response:
This 1s a piece of good news. The present insurance policy covers trips outside Hong
Kong.

Our concern:
Is $20,000 to little? In cases where a student was disabled, the financial burden of
his/her family will be very heavy unless he/she comes from a very wealthy family.

Our response: .\
We fully support the Education Department’s firm conviction. Extra-curricular

activities such as geographical field studies, is essential in the leaming of important
geographical knowledge, skills and attitudes.

Our stance: ®

ms

Education Department

AR Ourel  ERYSCH) 1/10/88 TV
* M HERE Your ref:

W WoTel.Ne. 2892 65655
MM Fax Nos 2891 0512

Mr David CHU

Chairman

Hong Kong Geographical Associali
Tsim Sha Tsui Post Office

P O Box No. 97553

Dear Mr Chu,

Thank you for your |
existing insurance coverage for e
frips with students,

Government places g
and pupils, in school and particularl
curricular activities. In this conneg
insurance to cover all aided and oz
August 1995, to all schools provide
the Block Insurance Policy : a copy

In brief, the Block In
against employces compensation.
liability is limited to HK$200,000,
event and the latter, to HKW,SOB,'
also carries a special provision for
death or disablement independent
accidents occur whilst the pupils are
limited to HK$20,000 for each |
possibility of revising these limits,

Insurance for Governn
direct’

It is our firm convictig
in healthy outdoor activities and s
activities with enhanced safety pre;
our guidelines to schools on outdoc

The HKGA will continue to promote field work in schools by organising seminars
and field trips, and publishing fieldwork materials.

} Association for support on this.




11/F, Wu Chung House
213, Queen’s Road East
WanChai

Hong Kong

26 March 1996

tter of 8 March, enquiring about the
chers undertaking excursions and field

it importance on the safety of teachers
 outdoors when they take part in extra-
on Government has been taking out the
ut schools. A circular letter, dated 23
Jetails of the terms and provisions under
s enclosed for your reference.

Eume Policy (BIP) provides protection
d public liability risks. The former
LG per insured school for each and every
0 for any one occurrence. The policy
personal accidents fo pupils resulting in
f the liability cover, provided that such
participating in school activities. This is
nd_every loss, We are cxploring the

ent schools is taken up by Government

| that pupils must continue to participate
hools should continue to organise such
autions. To this end, we are reviewing
r activities for pupils. We look to your

Yours sincerely,

(5. T. Kwan)
for Director of Education

iﬂﬁﬁ

" Education nepartmem “
EE— umsnmscmumfastx  Headguarters Unit

 AEEW Your et . Schools Division -

L . 1101 Wu Chung House

K mTenoingo) 6655 . - b ‘s Road East

| WEMR Fax uu25912593 o . Wanchal, Hong Kong
- 23 August 1995

To: &:mmﬂmdsniaﬂﬂdﬂim i
(mﬂmmmmm;deMs

. C:mdarlm!eaﬁﬁt:dodSMswdCapmmls
. WP‘W
Public Liability, 1 ' G:onp?mund Amdmt

. m;smmmmmemwwnym1m 1995
mnMWmﬁWWWﬁMMsmmwmmm
hﬂ:mmce(fo{m()l.'ndmﬁexpn‘em September 1995. _ﬁowmmthasmﬁx

N Jﬂﬁ:mafm .: !

fity, employees gup e of

dity, apensation and P accident i « expiry

‘emesentpehcymdmyiegalmd dmmemmxng be
oome by the school management committee

Sehmisshmsidalwmmmmmmtmwsomm

subvented payroll (i.e. SBalaries Grant or Administration Grant for aided
schools and Per &m‘:’%:am;’g caput schools), are not covered by the Block

’ Insurance Policy. Schook@aﬁdmmyma:mi:mmmwm&nﬂypeof
gtaff, if any.

Schools may, onbehalfofpmmmm&gcwﬁh any insurance company
anwwmmmmmdmmammmﬁmm
orvdn!sxthestuémtsatepamu any school activities, Parents may be |

&ay and éhmﬂmfwﬂthmonmwwpmgornot “
mepﬂnsw !

- Yours sincerely,

‘ Qur response:

According to this clause, professionals invited by the school to help conducting field
work and who are not employees of the schools, are not covered in the present policy.
This is a loophole which may cause many problems if accidents did unfortunately
arise. It would be much easier for schools and teachers if the Education Department
to negotiate with the insurance companies to cover part-time staff and guest
speakers.

Our worry: /

It is not practical for parents to negotiate with insurance companies each time to
cover their children’s extracurricular activities.

As a whole, the present policy needs to be improved. It would be
desirable if the Education Department would take the initiative to
negotiate a new policy to provide more comprehensive and better
cover of both the school authority, teachers and students. This is
important if we are to regain parents’, students’, teachers’ and
school administrator’s confidence in organising and participating
in extra-curricular activities.

Editorial Committee
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Advanced Geography Fieldwork
Author: Jennifer Frew

Publisher: Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd.
Year of publication: 1993

For many teachers, fieldwork design for advanced level is
not an easy job. Facing this problem, this book can provide
some insight into the kinds of fieldwork that are suitable for
Advanced level students. This book is written for the A-
level students in the United Kingdom. Therefore, many
examples are quoted from the U.K. and the topics mentioned
are also linked to their syllabus and examples are drawn
from the U.K.

Nevertheless, four out of the five topics covered in this
book are relevant to our A-Level course. These include the
change in town; transport, communications and people;
vegetation in the landscape; and slopes and the countryside.
Under each topic, some useful background readings, data
collection and analysis methods are provided. Therefore,
this book provides a wide range of ideas for investigation
which can be used in urban or rural environments. The book
mentioned above is written for students in the United
Kingdom. Teachers have to adapt the ideas and materials.
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Geographical Fieldwork for Sixth Form

Editor: Fung Yee Wang

Publisher: Hong Kong Geographical Association
Year of publication: 1992

This book, published by the HKGA, is designed specially
for Hong Kong teachers and students. It covers seven A-
level fieldwork topics, namely stream channel study, stream
pollution study, woodland ecosystem, the changing face of
rural landscape, industry, the catchment area of a new town
and urban decay. Location of fieldwork sites have been
suggested with maps provided. For each topic, fieldwork
sites, maps, data collection methods and worksheets are
provided. So it is very convenient to teachers. However,
since this book was written four years ago, the situation of
some of the fieldwork sites may have been changed. It is
advisable to make a pre-trip to check whether any
amendments are needed.

Connie Wu Shuk Ting





