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Abstract 

Drawing from student-centred learning theories, this paper identifies key issues related to active 

participation of students, collaboration and independent learning. It draws from the author’s 

experience of developing and delivering a student-centred curriculum delivered around a field 

study trip. It explores approaches to active and experiential learning in higher education through 

the various stages of the curriculum development and the identification of the pedagogical 

benefits. The student-centred curriculum is part of a professional, accredited course in 

Landscape Architecture. The field study trip is an opportunity to explore the topics of study 

actively and in real settings and to learn through hands-on experience – essential to form 

professionals challenged with making places through planning and design. More generally, the 

field study trip module is an opportunity to understand the practicalities of embedding 

experiential learning approaches within higher education. Quotes gathered through an online 

inquiry provide insight into students’ perception and experience. 

Keywords: experiential learning, active learning, student-centred, co-learning, field study 

trip. 

 

 

The field study trip: a catalyst for experiential and active learning  

This paper, drawing as it does from the author’s experience in developing and delivering a 

student-centred curriculum based on a field study trip module (part of a landscape architecture 

course), illustrates how to engage students in their learning; it provides a practical example of 

active learning, as promoted in higher education (HE) since the publication of Dewey’s seminal 

book (1938). The student-centred approach to learning and teaching is the subject of numerous 

research publications and a key principle in contemporary educational ideology (Gibbs, 1981; 

Brandes and Ginnis, 1986; Bonwell and Eison, 1991; Brown Wright, 2011; Barret, 2010; Slavich 

and Zimbardo, 2012). It is associated with ‘active learning’, which Prince (2004, p.223) defines 

as “any instructional method that engages students in the learning process”. Within this broad 

definition, educational research presents such varied learning approaches as peer-assisted, 

collaborative, cooperative, problem-based or inquiry-based projects (Bishop and Verleger, 

2013). Some researchers group these various learning and teaching principles under the 

framework of ‘Transformational Teaching’ aiming at enhancing the students’ knowledge and 

personal development (Mezirow, 2000; Slavich and Zimbardo, op.cit.). Active learning is 

inherent in the teaching of professional, accredited courses and, more specifically, design-

focused courses. The education of design professionals is a complex business, as it combines 

learning and teaching theoretical principles and their application in practice. It also tries to 
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encourage experimental thinking and personal development (Brown et al., 1994). The 

curriculum is delivered through projects discussed and tested in the design studios, using 

tutorials and reviews (Kuhn, 2001). Such method implies the integration of multiple skills and 

knowledge areas; it also aims to encourage a professional attitude to learning by promoting 

independence, leadership, critical reflection and judgement (Maudsley and Strivens, 2000; 

Rishbeth, 2007). Reflecting on the field study trip module is an opportunity to explore a practical 

application of experiential and active learning principles and to provide an example of a student-

centred curriculum.   

Experiential learning is championed as a successful and desirable alternative to more 

traditionally prescriptive and rigid ways of learning (Kraft, 1990; Kolb et al., 2000). It accords 

with contemporary discourses on empowering students and putting more emphasis on learning 

processes rather than passive delivery of knowledge (Zuber-Skerritt, 1992). Though there are 

issues related to the universality and transferability of knowledge acquired through personal 

experience, there is common agreement that learning through experience has an important role 

to play in education (Fenwick, 2003). Publications related to Geography (Kent et al., 1997; 

Healey and Jenkins, 2000; Hope, 2009) argue particularly well that field study trips are ideal for 

illustrating successful practices in experiential and active learning. Field experience can 

contribute to more positive attitudes towards and feelings about a topic; it energises students 

and produces long-lasting learning benefits (Falk and Dierking, 1997; Rishbeth, op.cit; Nadelson 

and Jordan, 2012; Myers and Jones, 2015).  

Freire’s study (2012), related to teaching landscape architecture, suggests that field study trips 

should play a more important role in design courses and, more specifically, in those in 

landscape architecture. Owen (2006), in his conceptual mapping of thinking context and 

processes, explains that design is concerned with understanding forms in relation to their 

effectiveness for functionality and utility as well as their appropriateness in relation to social and 

cultural factors. The field study trip offers a unique opportunity to experience forms and spaces; 

it enables students to explore and review the impact and qualities of existing landscape designs; 

it provides students with a formative experience for developing their design knowledge, 

understanding and skills. Designers are makers: experiencing places enables them to feed the 

process of synthesising “what they know [with] new constructions, arrangement, patterns, 

compositions and concepts that bring tangible, fresh expressions of what can be” (Owen, op.cit., 

p.17). Visiting existing built environments and design projects is essential to developing an 

understanding of professional practice.  However, in most instances, field study trips are non-

credit-bearing components of modules or are often offered on an optional basis outside teaching 

hours and considered as ‘leisure time’ (Freire, op.cit.). In the case study explored in this article, 

the field trip at the beginning of the third year is integral to the undergraduate programme. It is 

distinctive because the one-week field study trip abroad is the main component of the module 

and all the assessments revolve around the trip. It is a unique distinctive feature of our course, 

which appeals to students. 

 “The field trip was, in fact, one of the reasons I chose to come and study here, at the 

University of Sheffield, as it is a great opportunity to see yet another country and how 

landscape practice works. “ 
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The students’ voice 

Evidence of the students’ perception and experience is provided through quotes selected from 

comments received through an online inquiry emailed to the third-year cohort in the academic 

year 2016-2017, once the module was completed. The standard post-semester student 

evaluation forms (mainly a tick-box exercise) do indicate that the module was well received and 

offer just a few quotes – students rarely add comments to reflect on their experience. The email, 

an open enquiry sent out after ethical approval, sought specific feedback and included the 

following prompts: 

• What was the most successful learning experience for you? 

• Has the field trip changed your view of the course and the profession?  

• How did it change your understanding of the relationship between theory and practice? 

The resulting responses, representing the views of about a quarter of the student cohort that 

year, have allowed the students’ voice to be embedded in this study – an insight into their 

understanding and experience of the curriculum.  

Student-centred curriculum  

The field study module draws on all the skills and knowledge acquired in the first and second 

years, but is mainly delivered through hands-on experience outside the university. The informal 

learning and teaching experience is one of the assets of field trips but the success of that 

experience depends on the engagement of the participants and encourages involvement 

through ownership. Ensuring ‘a mutually-held purpose’ is essential (Rishbeth, op.cit., p.68). For 

these reasons, the curriculum is designed primarily round self-directed tasks – linked to the field 

trip experience – rather than lectures, workshops or seminars and design tutorials, which are 

the dominant features of the landscape architecture course.  Support is provided for activities 

during the trip and for the assignments, but the curriculum is led by students. It is developed 

applying the principle that the teacher is no longer the instructor and sole agent to deliver 

knowledge, but, instead, a guide and facilitator.  

A student-centred curriculum fits well with the increasing drive towards empowering students 

and the promotion of more independent and self-directed learning (Merriam, 2001). This 

approach is more engaging and can be more inspiring (Healey and Jenkins,op.cit.). The module 

coordinator offers support through resources and guidance. The brief, which provides the 

structural framework, is introduced and discussed in seminar-style sessions. The module 

coordinator supports students in their learning, encouraging critical thinking, but also ensuring 

the application of academic good practice and controlling quality of learning through 

assessment (Kent et al., 1997). The structural framework is built around various assessed 

activities to capture the learning outcomes and share the findings. The activities are developed 

following inquiry-based approaches, providing choices, promoting independence and 

encouraging students to take responsibility for their learning, making them aware of themselves 

as learners (Healey and Jenkins, op.cit.; Bressinger and Carfora, 2014). This approach is  
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particularly relevant to our students, who are training to be designers and therefore aiming to 

develop a unique and original style for their work. 

The student-centred approaches chosen to deliver the field study trip module are also 

responding to HE’s wider learning and teaching strategy of enhancing students’ experience. The 

more tailored approaches contribute to a more inclusive learning community and celebrate 

differences and individuality. This includes students’ participation in the decision-making 

process to enhance their experience of the trip and ensure their full engagement with the self-

directed activities. The students are also asked to contribute to the assessment, so as to 

increase their awareness of the learning and teaching processes, to empower them and to 

encourage reflection through peer assessment (Falchikov, 2007).  

Structure and content  

The main component of the module is a five-day field trip to Europe, in which we explore and 

critique contemporary issues related to landscape architecture projects.  

The aims of the module are: 

• to develop students’ understanding of contemporary issues and key challenges in 

European landscape architecture and planning practice; 

• to develop a better understanding of how general trends and developments in landscape 

architecture have been used in specific cultural and spatial contexts;  

• to enable students to undertake independent research and exploration on specific 

projects in the city visited; 

• to introduce students to professional practice across Europe. 

As a student-centred curriculum, the module promotes a collaborative learning environment that 

stimulates dialogue between students and the tutor. This includes discussions as well as 

regular, two-way, student and tutor feedback through presentations during the trip and reviews 

in the department. It is stressed at the outset that different perspectives must be respected and 

that individual, personal interpretations and approaches are welcome. Each of the tasks set as 

assignments promotes experiential learning approaches and draws from learning methods 

described in literature (Laurillard, 2012). This includes different ways of learning through 

acquisition using inquiry, independent research and activities, as well as reviewing, analysing 

and reflecting on experience. The module’s learning and teaching principles also draw from 

Gibbs’ principle of “linking the doing and the thinking” (Gibbs, 1988, p.9) and the three steps 

advocated by Myers and Jones in their (2015) paper providing guidance for “effective use of 

field trips in educational programming”.  This is summarised in Table 1.  
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Table 1: Field study Trip activities linked to experiential learning theoretical principles  

Field Study Trip Planning Model of Activities  

Planning for experience Increasing awareness Reviewing and reflecting 

on experience 

Pre trip During trip Post trip 

• destination choice 

• preparation 

• research 

• documentation 

• physical 

experience 

• observation 

• reflection 

• exploration 

• record 

• analysis 

• discussion 

 

• critical thinking 

• reflection 

• illustrations 

• communication 

• presentation 

• review 

• assessment 

 

The assessment criteria are constructively aligned with the learning outcomes of the module, 

which are: 

• to develop skills - to collect data, review literature and analyse information- that bridge 

academic and professional practice outputs; 

• to analyse existing landscape projects and reflect on the challenges of ‘contemporary 

landscape architecture practice in Europe; 

• to experiment with techniques for project research, analysis, synthesis and evaluation 

through a range of written and visual media to be handed in digitally; 

• to develop professional working practices through oral presentations and production of a 

digital portfolio consisting of original visual material.  

The tasks related to the assessment are varied and enable students to explore various skills 

and demonstrate a wide range of abilities. The assessment of the tasks set in the brief is a 

recognition and validation of the importance and impact of experiential learning in the delivery of 

our professional, accredited course. The assessment tools are chosen carefully to emulate the 

requirements of professional practice and include a digital portfolio – to be uploaded online – 

and a Pecha Kucha-style presentation, both common practices in design-related professions 

(Forde et al., 2009).  Each assignment is assessed, on content and presentation, against the 

learning outcomes mentioned above and summarised in Table 2, together with the relevant 

assessment criteria. 
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Table 1: Field Study trip assignments and assessment criteria 

Field Study Trip Assessment tasks and criteria 

Assignment Tasks Assessment criteria 

1. independent 

research 

document (two 

A4 single-sided, 

PDF format) 

 

research exercises:  

- general issues related to the 

urban context e.g. historic 

development, social, planning.  

- individual specific sites  

 

should include: 

• a brief description of the 

project (size, type, functions,  

clients, designers)  

• relevant drawings to 

understand the project 

(location plan,  

plan, section, sketches)  

• analytical drawings related to 

original conceptual ideas and  

design rationale  

• representative photographs 

• the quality of the research carried out on 

the general issues and specific sites 

related to the destination of the field trip; 

the information provided must be from 

reliable sources (please, no reference to 

Wikipedia or travel guide) 

• the extent to which you are able to 

communicate the key aspects of the 

topic using visual material 

• The standard of graphic communication, 

including layout of the two A4 pages 

following the templates provided 

• appropriate referencing; source material 

that isn’t original, including images and 

all material obtained from the Internet, 

must be properly referenced using the 

Harvard referencing system  

2. digital field trip 

portfolio 

including original 

visual materials 

produced in situ; 

this should not 

exceed eight 

pages  

 

• scan of your sketch book   

• annotated drawings (plans, 

sections, perspectives)  

• social analysis with 

observation drawings 

focusing on ‘people’ and the 

use of the places visited 

• analytical drawings related to 

scale, texture, light and 

shade, thresholds 

• evaluation, thoughts and 

personal reflections in sketch 

format or short text 

 

• the quality of the analysis and 

discussion of the sites visited during the 

field trip 

• the extent to which your sketches 

translate the specific character of the 

places visited including social aspects 

(life within these spaces) 

• the standard of graphic communication, 

including layout and originality 

(The submission for this second assignment 

should be available on the web, with link 

provided as part of the submission.  It can 

be part of your portfolio or an independent 

digital document.) 

3. PowerPoint 

presentation to 

students in the 

department, 

Pecha Kucha 

style 

presentation: two minutes, four 

slides 

• the choice of the material presented to 

convey the character of the place(s) to 

the audience 

• the quality of the content and delivery of 

the oral presentation 

 

Rethinking student roles: collaboration and engagement 

The field study trip curriculum outside the trip itself is delivered mainly through seminar sessions 

and self-directed assessed activities designed to empower the students in their learning. 

Guidance and scaffolding measures are provided to encourage collaboration and facilitate the 
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independent learning process, so encouraging the development of skills important to the 

creation of lifelong learners (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007).  The list of the various tasks included in 

the module is summarised in Table 3, set against scaffolding measures put in place by the tutor 

and responding to key principles related to student-led curriculum development.  

Table 2: Field study trip activities linked to student-led curriculum principles 

Stages Activities and tasks Scaffolding measures Student-led curriculum 

principles 

pre-trip choosing destination  

• proposing destination 

• choosing the destination 

• fixed number of slides for 

the PowerPoint 

presentation to propose 

destinations 

• list of required 

information: diversity of 

landscape architecture 

projects; costs within 

fixed budget 

• empowerment  

• active involvement 

• personal initiative 

• ownership  

 

trip preparation 

• Independent research 

exercise on a topic or 

project related to the 

destination of the field 

trip 

• compilation of all the 

research submissions in 

one PDF document to 

take on the trip 

• list of information 

required 

• proforma provided for 

consistency of final PDF 

document 

• inquiry-based activities 

• self-directed learning 

• collaborative  

 

trip introduction to places visited 

• students share the 

information collected 

through their research 

exercise; 

• questions and 

discussions on site 

• time framework 

• supervision by staff 

• cooperative learning 

• dialogue 

• peer-assisted learning 

exploring – observing – 

surveying – mapping and 

drawing on site 

• guidance and tutorials 

provided by staff 

• discussion 

• possibilities to ask 

questions 

• independent learning 

• inquiry-based learning 

• collaborative learning 

post trip develop personal experience 

of the field trip in a digital 

portfolio 

• reflection 

• analysis 

• interpretation 

• documentation 

• representation 

• guidance and tutorials 

provided by module co-

ordinator; 

• Q and A sessions 

• group discussions on 

exemplars of previous 

submissions 

• peer assessment 

• active learning 

• peer-assisted learning 

• collaborative learning 

• independent learning 

• individual independent 

experience 

• peer review 
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Pecha Kucha presentation –  

sharing personal experience 

and interpretation with the 

department learning 

communities 

• limitation on number of 

slides and time 

• programme and 

organisation  

• peer assessment 

• peer learning and 

review 

• collaborative and 

sharing 

 

 

A student-centred learning and teaching approach implies greater involvement of students in the 

delivery of modules. They are given many opportunities to voice their opinions and share their 

experience. Throughout the module, the students are adopting different roles, as described in 

the sections below. 

Students as decision-makers: 

Collaborating with the students is considered from the outset of the module. Students are asked 

to make choices and participate to the decision-making process to promote meaningful student 

involvement. Rather than imposing a destination for the field study trip, they are asked to do 

their own research and introduce potential destinations to the class through a short 

presentation, with illustrations of significant landscape architecture projects and a rough costing, 

including transport and accommodation, in relation to a fixed budget. The module co-ordinator 

contributes to the discussion and provides additional information whenever possible. The tutor 

retains the responsibility to veto some destinations, in relation to such non-negotiable issues as 

safety or cost, because the ultimate responsibility to deliver the trip lies with the department. 

Following the presentations, the students vote and the destination with the highest number of 

votes is chosen. Having a role in deciding the destination conveys a sense of ownership, which 

is valued by students:  

 “Firstly I think it was very valuable that we had the 'freedom' to choose our own 

destination and places we want to or should go as landscape architecture students.” 

Students as co-producers of knowledge: 

Going on a field study trip is a shared experience during which both students and tutors 

discover and learn new things. Rishbeth (op.cit., p.69) refers to this experience as ‘co-learning’, 

which implies more engagement and collaboration in the curriculum delivery – hence the 

decision to engage the students, pre and post trip, in the production of course reference 

material.  

The first assignment consists of a research exercise on key topics related to the destination and 

key landscape architecture projects that will be part of the itinerary. The module co-ordinator 

draws up a list, from which the students choose the topics or places they want to research. 

Guidance is given on the format to ensure consistency, as this forms the reference document 

related to the destination, providing knowledge for the participants in the field trip; it is also 

disseminated to other students in our department, who might wish to undertake an independent 

study trip to that destination. During the trip, students are asked to introduce the topics they 

have researched, such as the history of the city, social aspects, planning strategies or a specific 

landscape architecture project that is part of the programme. These presentations contribute to 
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the delivery of the learning outcome, with the students providing the background knowledge and 

contextual information to complement the exploration in situ. Through the research exercise, 

they acquire valuable information about the city and places visited; they become the experts. 

The students can access further information through the written reference document or by 

asking questions of the student(s) presenting. 

The knowledge acquired during the trip is shared more widely through the Pecha Kucha-style 

presentations during which the third-year students share their personal experience with the rest 

of the department during two lunchtime seminars. Originally, the rationale for these very short 

illustrated presentations was to facilitate bottom-up events where designers could share their 

ideas and passions with others. It is therefore highly appropriate for a student-centred 

curriculum and has proven to be a “useful presentation style for students” (Miller Beyer, 2011).  

Students as professional designers; digital portfolio 

As explained by Mokhtaria (2015), the portfolio encourages active learning and self-reflection 

and increases the involvement of the learner – principles compatible with the experiential 

learning approach and, therefore, appropriate to use as the main assessment tool for the study 

trip module. The student develops her/his portfolio – structured around a topic – from individual 

experience of the trip, thus using personalised material to disseminate her/his experience, 

findings, interpretations and personal reflections. 

 “I think it was also valuable that we could look at specific topics we were interested in, 

which motivate us to learn by ourselves, instead of learning unilaterally from lectures.”  

In the context of design professional practices, portfolios are used to demonstrate abilities and 

style. A portfolio reflects the creativity of its author and showcases her/his work (Forde et al., 

op.cit.). The choice of a digital submission in the form of a web link is also related to 

professional requirements, as, in our digital age, publicising skills on line has become a 

necessity for professional success. The focus is on original illustrations based on drawings 

produced during the trip. The aim is to encourage students to initiate the process of developing 

material for their end-of-studies portfolio, which will help them secure their year-in-practice 

placements, a requirement of our professional, accredited course. This non-standardised 

assessment method is also a way of celebrating individual personality and personal skills. It 

promotes ‘personal growth’ and is particularly valuable for encouraging and stimulating students 

who are not top academic achievers (Mokhtaria, op.cit.). The more open-ended and less-

restricted approach offers possibilities for using means of expression other than written text – of 

benefit to our international cohort of students.  Through the topic chosen, each student reveals 

her/his personal interest in and sensitivity to landscape. 

“Creating my own brief enabled me to look at the landscape in my own way and this 

approach allowed me to explore my own topic hands-on through how I individually saw 

the landscape. This was really beneficial to my understanding especially when looking at 

how to develop my future projects.” 
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Students as co-assessors 

Engaging students in the assessment process encourages them to be more responsible and 

introduces them to the use of assessment criteria and judgement of quality and standard. 

Involving the students in assessing the quality of the work produced encourages reflection and 

increases their sense of responsibility within the module (Falchikov, op.cit.).  In the field study 

trip module, the role of the students in the assessment process is directly linked to their 

personal experience and judgement through the process of voting and attribution of extra points 

to the mark allocated by the module coordinator. For the research document part of the 

preparation for the trip, the students are asked to vote for the most useful pages of the 

reference document and the most informative on-site oral presentation.  The voting exercise for 

the Pecha Kucha presentation at the end of the module involves a larger group, since the lunch 

time events are advertised widely within the department through posters and email messages. 

The members of these seminar audiences vote for their favourite presentation, which is given 

extra points. In the context of a professional, accredited course, the skill of presenting projects 

efficiently – to client or community groups – is extremely important. Audience perception and 

appreciation, as reflected in their assessment of an oral presentation, are therefore crucial to a 

student’s development.  

(A few students on our course informally raised issues of validity, feeling that there were not 

enough control measures. This particular concern was addressed by inviting the student-elected 

year representative to assist the module co-ordinator in the counting process. This ensured 

transparency and a certain degree of student community ownership of the final result.)   

The portfolio is a valuable assessment method, but it does raise issues of comparability 

(Mokhtaria, op.cit.). A thorough process of moderation is required, to ensure validity and 

objectivity of the score allocated to this assessment. As part of the introductory seminar, 

previous-year works are used to facilitate discussions and exploration of this assignment to 

engage students in the assessment process, but this remains informal. Introducing a more 

formal peer assessment – whereby students are paired and work together to critique and peer-

assess their submissions – might be explored. If the pairing were carefully engineered to bring 

together international and home students, further coherence and integration might well be 

achieved within the group.  

Long-term learning: educational benefits of the field study trip curriculum  

Active and collaborative 

Field study trips break potential barriers and blur differences between the learner and the 

teacher (Rishbeth, op.cit.).  The neutral environment outside the classroom enables the 

participants to get to know each other better. This can help communication and dialogues, as 

well as provide an insight into the students’ views on the curriculum. It builds cohort cohesion, 

thus fostering retention and enjoyment throughout the studies. A field trip is a memorable 

experience, which lasts (Freire, op.cit.).  It is stimulating and enables the questioning of 

concepts and principles through the exploration of places. In the specific field of landscape 

architecture, it is a unique opportunity to confront the students with real projects and, on some 
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occasions, offers the possibility of meeting professionals who can explain their designs and 

answer questions.  

Resilient and dynamic 

One of the main components of the field study trip is travelling to and exploring a European city. 

This in itself is a learning experience requiring organisation and preparation. It is an opportunity 

for students of all backgrounds to explore new environments, cultures and traditions. Within the 

reassuring structure of the daily programme of visits, students are stimulated to engage with 

exploration, observation and reflection. This is a dynamic process and requires adaptability. The 

novelty of visiting new places and studying them is a great antidote to the risk of fossilisation of 

learning and teaching. It is also the best way of grasping the complexity and unpredictability of 

our changing physical environment. It is also an engaging way of sharing knowledge, as the 

place of learning is changeable and unpredictable, owing to weather conditions, events and 

experience. Adaptability and flexibility are skills valued in our changing world. Self-directed 

learning processes and opportunities for individual decision-making promote resilience, so that 

students are better equipped to adapt and thrive in practice. 

Inclusive 

Our cohort of students has become over 50% international and issues related to 

internationalisation are topical in learning and teaching debates. Inclusive approaches are 

essential and the field study trip is an ideal medium for achieving them, for it provides the 

opportunity for a “meaningful and mutually supportive experience which is an essential part of 

the learning process” (De Vita, 2000, p.175). It also fosters “student development of intercultural 

adaptability” (Voley and Ang, 1998, p.21) For our multicultural cohort, the field trip is a great 

leveller in a situation where all students are foreigners and do not speak the local language. It is 

a more egalitarian domain, where cultural differences do not stand out so much and the 

distinction between ‘home’ and ‘international’ becomes redundant. In some cases, international 

students demonstrate greater confidence as they are often more experienced travellers. 

Furthermore, being abroad and on unfamiliar territory creates a sense of solidarity within the 

group and enables greater interaction, especially during free time.  

However, the student-centred approach to the field trip module offers challenges to some, as it 

departs from the more traditional tutor-led model, with which, in their own countries, they might 

be more familiar (De Vita, op.cit.). There being able to approach the tutor to ask questions in a 

more informal way and sharing responsibility for information provision may serve to address this 

issue, by illustrating to less confident students the benefits of participation and contribution. In 

order to address reticence related to independent learning methods, each activity is carefully-

structured and guidance is provided. There is also a contrast in the amount of freedom offered 

by the two main assignments: the independent research exercise has strict guidance and is 

structured around a proforma to ensure coherence, whilst the second – post-trip – assignment 

celebrates individualism by encouraging in each student personal interpretation and reflection, 

as well as independent style of representation. 
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Discussion 

The field study trip module is a good, effective medium for facilitating practical experience and 

reflective observation, both important to the divergent learning style associated with art-and-

design-related activities (Kolb, 1984). It responds to the need – identified by research into 

landscape architecture education – for developing strategies for integrating theories and 

principles with practice (Brown et al., op.cit.; Freire, op.cit.).  As demonstrated above, it can be 

an ideal tool for applying experiential and active learning principles through a student-centred 

curriculum. The students engage well with collaborative activities such as discussions and peer 

reviews and the trip itself is a great opportunity to facilitate collaboration. Sharing the experience 

of a trip abroad is a great team-building activity and the shared memories are a great conduit for 

discussions and interaction. Such a learning experience of the field study trip empowers 

students with knowledge that will feed into the rest of their studies and professional experience. 

“The field study trip also made me aware of how the theories of urban planning, 

sustainable housing and ecological design could be applied […]” 

Some students found the student-centred and experiential approach challenging. Those who 

might lack confidence and motivation do not necessarily welcome principles attached to 

student-led learning approaches, such as independence, collaboration, peer review and 

empowerment. For example, in our experience of the first assignment, some did not grasp the 

importance of their independent research exercise, which was intended as the means of 

producing a reference document essential to the group as a preparatory introduction to the 

places the students would visit. The lack of strict instructions for the portfolio also posed 

problems for some. However, based on the achievements of the students over the three years 

this module has run, independent learning activities do enable students to build their 

confidence. This is illustrated by the fact that they successfully complete the module with good 

marks and stand confidently in front of a wide audience to share their personal experience at 

the end of the module. It demonstrates that empowerment can build self-confidence and 

assertiveness, essential qualities for design-related professions. 

The module has in general been well received by the students, as reflected in their feedback 

comments: “I really enjoyed the process and I am happy with the outcome” (international 

student). A student-centred approach requires greater time investment and effort in preparation, 

for example to provide explanatory notes and presentations to create the right mindset for 

students fully to embrace this approach to learning and teaching. It also demands a greater 

diversity of formative and summative assessments, in order to ensure that all students will be 

given opportunity to engage successfully, throughout the module, with the process. It is also 

administratively heavy – for example, the outcome of the votes needs to be processed and the 

grades changed accordingly. Yet, ultimately, the time investment is worthwhile if it facilitates a 

transformative, more active approach to learning. It is to be hoped that students will, by 

following the field study trip module, have gained independence and skills for long-term 

learning. For some in our department, it has enabled fuller engagement with landscape 

architecture issues.  
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“Through trips I look at and appreciate the landscape in my free time and I can really see 

how theory has been applied.” 

“Thoroughly enjoyed the trip abroad - great to have a student-led trip” 

The review of the specific experience of the field study trip module illustrates the possibility – 

and potential value – of embracing a more active style of learning and teaching and celebrates 

experience, exploration and direct involvement. This is particularly beneficial for courses aiming 

to train future design professionals. Through experiential learning, they are encouraged to adopt 

a more professional attitude to their studies. The emphasis on shared experience and personal 

responsibilities is also very helpful in strengthening the identity of the student cohort.  
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