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Field Studies: Rationale and Logistics
1. Value of field studies
     Information about local environment

     Practice applying skills learned in classroom

     Provides context for concepts learned in class

     Can contribute to local research efforts

     Integrates information and content from many different disciplines

2. Configurations
     Culminating experience - once during year (appropriate for distant site)

     School-based: studies take place on school property

     Local, requiring transportation

Periodic: sampling happens on a schedule; students can rotate through different stations on  different sampling days
Networked: students exchange data about common parameter with different schools

3. Recommended approaches

· Think about and determine the goals and purpose for the field study.  What information, skills, and experiences do you want students to gain?  Is there a local issue or concern to which students could contribute useful information?

· Engage the students with the setting and context for the study by providing background information.  Tell the story of the area or parameter you will be sampling.  As much as possible, follow the students' questions and interests in deciding how to shape the study. 

· Have students practice procedures before they go out, including practicing observation.

· Start small.  Try sampling with one class, looking at one or a few parameters.

· On the data sheet, be sure to include a place for students to record general observations.  Many students have never looked carefully at the natural world.

· Be sure to have a map or a selection of maps of the study area available, and ask students to orient themselves using the map when they are at the site.

· Enlist lots of help from colleagues, and delegate chores such as ordering supplies, gathering background material, and taking photos.

· Ally yourself with local experts and educators. Partnerships are the best way to ensure a long life for the project.

· Relate your study to an existing problem or issue.  The students will appreciate the need for careful work if they are part of a larger effort.

· Before the study begins, establish what you will do with the results.  Will students publish a field guide?  Will they create posters to be displayed in public? Will they speak before the town conservation commission?

· Set up a database for results.  Besides providing good practice and a useful technical skill for students, the growth of the database over time will help students see that the work is not just an exercise for learning.

· Expect to spend a lot of time on the analysis!  Set aside several classes to allow students to find and read background material when they are interpreting their results.

4. Volunteers 

Volunteers can allow you to divide students into small groups for field work.  

Recruiting volunteers for middle and high school is difficult, but not impossible.  Try asking parents, local scientists and technicians, retirees, and preservice or part-time teachers.

Schedule volunteer training time to acquaint volunteers with background, procedures, and safety rules for students.

Provide written reference materials such as class time schedules, field procedures, and student names for volunteers.

Have students and volunteers wear name tags. 

Volunteers feel appreciated if students write thank-you notes to them after the sampling day.

Suggestions for what to study

Adopt a tree


Plant diversity



   Water quality

Invasive species

Indicator species (i.e. wetland plants)   Relative abundance


Topography


Runoff
and erosion patterns

   Waves and shoreline

Weather


Land use



   Sounds

This is a list of the top 20 parameters assessed by volunteer water monitors according to EPA

Temperature



PH


Dissolved Oxygen


Macroinvertebrates


Debris survey and clean-up

Habitat assessments


Nitrogen



Phosphorus

Turbidity



Coliform bacteria


Secchi depth



Aquatic vegetation


Flow




Birds/Wildlife


Fish




Watershed mapping


Rainfall



Photographic surveys


Salinity




Sediment assessments

Resources

EPA Handbooks for fresh and salt water monitoring:  www.epa.gov/owow/monitoring
Field Manual for WQ Monitoring, Mitchell and Stapp

National Science Teachers Association
1840 Wilson Boulevard, Arlington VA 22201-3000

http://www.nsta.org      For a free catalog, e-mail us or call 800-722-NSTA

The Monitor’s Handbook, Campbell and Wildberger
LaMotte Co. (800) 344-3100

Pond and Stream Safari, Edelstein Cornell U. Cooperative Extension

A World in Our Back Yard, Madison.  Environmental Media Center, Chapel Hill, NC 27514

http://www.epa.gov/region1/students/teacher/world.html 
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