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Abstract 

 

Field courses are widely regarded as integral to geography degree programmes, providing 

students with opportunities for experiential learning, often in unfamiliar international 

environments. Yet, this key area of pedagogy appears increasingly unsustainable and complex 

for Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) within the context of the urgent need for 

decarbonisation, increasing financial costs, and the institutional challenges of 

comprehensively embedding necessary Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) considerations 

into these activities. Here, we report on a national-level workshop (April 2024) that brought 

together a wide range of HE practitioners to discuss the future of UK field course pedagogy, 
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using the fieldwork principles adopted by the Royal Geographical Society (with the Institute 

of British Geographers) (RGS-IBG) in 2020 as a basis for framing future discourse. Using a Three 

Horizons approach to guide our conversations, we critically explored the (un)sustainability of 

current academic and institutional practices, alongside future directions and ‘disrupting’ 

(innovative) practices for promoting transformative change in this area of education. Here, we 

argue for two sector-wide discussions that require collaborative engagement with 

practitioners, institutions, and students. Firstly, we highlight the urgent need for transparent 

and critical reflection on the challenges and hypocrisy of aeromobility in academia and the 

need for more widespread adoption of low carbon (‘slower’) modes of travel. Secondly, we 

call for the immediate reconceptualization of field course pedagogy to place EDI 

considerations at the core of field course design and practice, aiding a transition towards 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL).  As such, we call on the geography community in higher 

education to engage in critical reflection on how we take meaningful and urgent action to 

address the disconnect between our stated educational values around environmental 

sustainability and EDI, and our actual educational practices.  

 

Key words: Field course, pedagogy, sustainability, equality, diversity, inclusivity. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Fieldwork has a long history in geographical education and has been described as a ‘signature 

pedagogy’ (Komoto, 2009) and an integral component of disciplinary learning (Spronken-

Smith, 2013). Consequently, a wealth of literature has explored the role and significance of 

field course pedagogy within the context of geographical identities and epistemologies 

(Herrick, 2010; Hill et al., 2018; McEwen, 1996). This work has examined the pedagogic role 

and value of fieldwork in engaging students with immersive learning opportunities, alongside 

the transitions in fieldwork practice over recent decades (France and Haigh, 2018; Kent et al., 

1997; Stokes et al., 2011). Given this breath of scholarship, we focus our attention on two key 

aspects of pedagogy in UK higher education that have garnered attention over the past 

decade. The first is that of the field course as a modular or unit-based component that may 

be a core or optional learning activity for students on Geography undergraduate or 



 

postgraduate degree programmes. Here, we distinguish between fieldwork undertaken by 

students to meet a set of field course intended learning outcomes, and those of independent 

undergraduate research (e.g. dissertations) that are not the focus of this paper. The second 

relates to a specific focus on the practical implementation of field courses within university 

degree programmes as opposed to pedagogy alone. As such, we examine three converging 

and urgent agendas in higher education and their implications for transforming field course 

pedagogy.  

 

Firstly, environmental sustainability has risen in prominence through academic and societal 

debates, increasing sector-wide discourses on pedagogy, and Higher Education Institution 

(HEI) strategic development (Gormally, 2019; Žalėnienė and Pereira, 2021). This can be seen 

through recent widespread institutional declarations of an Environment and Climate 

Emergency (E&CE) (Bookbinder et al., 2024; Fazey et al., 2021; Latter and Capstick, 2021) and 

a ubiquitous emphasis on embedding UN Sustainable Development Goals into higher 

education design and education practice (Chankseliani and McCowan, 2021). Importantly, this 

brings into sharp relief the problem of high carbon, ‘exotic’ international field courses that 

have become a core, expected, and highly marketable component of many UK Geography 

degree programmes over the past two decades. As such, we explore the extent to which 

Geography departments are focusing on decarbonisation of this area of pedagogy and the 

associated implications for how environmental values align with educational design.  

 

Secondly, whilst field courses may be positive and transformative experiences to some 

students and staff, an increasing body of literature explores the significant challenges and 

barriers posed by this area of pedagogy, specifically relating to discourses around Equality, 

Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) (Lawrence and Dowey, 2022; Mol and Atchison, 2019; Tucker et 

al., 2022). These issues are wide-ranging in extent and the debates highly dynamic in nature, 

incorporating (not exclusively) debates on student financial costs, health and wellbeing, 

gender, neurodiversity, disability, implicit ableism and elitism, and decolonisation.  

Consequently, we explore the implications for students and colleagues organising field 

courses, focusing attention on transforming field course pedagogy to make it more inclusive 

and accessible, as well as promoting greater engagement from HEIs in supporting colleagues 

and students in this area of pedagogy. To achieve this, we call for a supportive dialogue 



 

between institutions, staff and students, such as those recently set out in the Advance HE 

Framework for Inclusive Learning and Teaching, in order to realise meaningful transformative 

education. 

 

Thirdly, there has been a significant shift in the balance of funding for UK higher education 

over the past decade (Weston, 2023) with the current, acute financial pressures across the 

sector resulting primarily from the decreasing value of fixed, home undergraduate fees 

(Wareing, 2024). The result has been an increased drive by university leaders for teaching 

efficiencies, a move that has brought a focus on expensive areas of pedagogy such as field 

courses. In this case, HEIs are forced to address myriad factors, including programme 

marketability and recruitment, meeting the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 

(QAA) subject benchmarks, adhering to Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) 

obligations, whilst at the same time addressing environmental sustainability and EDI agendas 

in higher education. Therefore, we explore the extent to which universities are engaging with 

these debates in their advocacy and support for field course learning. 

 

In recognition of these three contemporary challenges facing fieldwork in geography and their 

pedagogic implications, the Royal Geographical Society (with the Institute of British 

Geographers) (RGS-IBG) adopted and published Principles for Undergraduate Field Courses in 

2020, developed through the Council of Heads of Geography in UK Higher Education 

Institutions (CHGHEI). Crucially, through recognising fieldwork and experiential learning as 

essential aspects of Geography, the principles are embedded and formalised in the QAA 

Subject Benchmark Statements (QAA, 2022), as well as underpinning RGS-IBG programme 

accreditation. However, without diminishing the value of this resource in supporting 

departmental planning and provision of learning activities, the dynamic nature and urgency 

of the challenges outlined above call for renewed attention to field course pedagogy in UK 

HEIs. In addressing this sector-wide need, we (the co-authors of this commentary) convened 

a national-level workshop (London, April 2024) of field course educators from a diverse range 

of ten UK universities, alongside two representatives from the RGS-IBG. Workshop 

participants brought a wide range of explicit and tacit knowledges surrounding field course 

pedagogy, from experience of designing and delivering field-based learning activities across 

physical and human geography, to involvement in national-level debates and scholarship in 



 

this area of teaching and learning. All of those present were motivated by advancing 

understanding of the practical aspects of field course pedagogy within the context of the 

dynamic debates in higher education outlined above. As such, the workshop provided a space 

for critical reflection on field course research agendas, pedagogy and institutional change 

within the context of The Climate Emergency and transformative education (e.g. Universal 

Design for Learning). To meet this aim, the workshop had the following objectives: 1) to enable 

a space for a) sharing and collectively reflecting on our experiences as researchers and 

educators in field course pedagogy, and b) critical examination of the latest academic debates 

in this area, 2) to acknowledge developing aspects of field course pedagogy that advance on 

the existing RGS-IBG Fieldwork Principles, 3) to facilitate a better collective understanding of 

UK HEI processes surrounding field course pedagogy, including opportunities and constraints 

for field course teaching and learning, and 4) to map out the key intellectual agendas and 

academic debates that this paper presents as a call for wider discourse.  

 

To structure our conversations, we used the Three Horizons approach, a conceptual tool that 

enables participants to engage with complex and often intractable challenges with uncertain 

futures (Sharpe, 2015; Sharpe et al., 2016). Employing this approach, future transformations 

in practice are viewed through three overlapping horizons (Stewart et al., 2023). Horizon one 

(H1) represents dominant behaviours and practices surrounding the design and delivery of 

field course pedagogy in higher education; a ‘Business-as-Usual’ (BAU) analysis of practices 

that may become increasingly unviable due to wider sector and societal changes. Horizon two 

(H2) outlines responses to the challenges of H1, exploring emergent, often ‘disruptive’ 

innovations that may either temporarily allow continuation of BAU practices, or enable more 

radical and sustainable transformations to be realised. Horizon three (H3) illustrates a radical 

vision for transforming field course pedagogy that represents a significant departure from 

H1/BAU. 

 

The paper is structured in the following way. First, we outline the reflections of participants to 

identify key themes relating to existing behaviours and practices surrounding field course 

pedagogy (H1/BAU). Second, we explore two main themes relating to radical transformative 

change (H3) identified by participants: environmental sustainability and Universal Design for 

Learning. Thirdly, we identify current emerging practices that we would like to see expanded 



 

(H2), using these as a basis for recommendations in the final section of the paper. The 

discussion of each horizon involved separating participants into three groups to share their 

knowledges and experiences of field course practices, with group participants changing 

between discussions. The findings represent the outcome of a whole group discussion to 

reflect and summarise key findings. 

 

2. Exploring challenging and unsustainable field course practices 

 

The initial workshop discussion focused on H1, providing an analysis of current behaviours 

and practices associated with field courses (BAU) that are problematic, and that are likely to 

become increasingly unsustainable in future. This activity enabled participants to reflect 

critically on their own experiential knowledges, alongside their engagement with scholarly 

debates, sector-wide discourses, and reflections on the RGS-IBG Principles for Undergraduate 

Field Courses (2020). Table 1 illustrates the key behaviours and practices identified throughout 

this discussion.  

 

Table 1 – INSERT HERE 

 

3. Envisioning transformative field course pedagogies 

 

The second workshop discussion focused on H3 to envision transformative field course 

pedagogies. In so doing, participants reflected on the systemic challenges presented through 

a BAU approach, drawing on their own experiences in this area of teaching and learning as 

well as critically examining contemporary discourses on field course pedagogy. Below, we 

focus attention on the two key areas of field course design and practice that require urgent 

attention: environmental sustainability, with a specific focus on divesting from aeromobility in 

pedagogic practice, and EDI, with a call for meaningful action to transition towards Universal 

Design for Learning.  

 

3.1.  Aeromobility: the ‘elephant in the room’ 

 



 

For a quarter of a century, aeromobility has been a hallmark of many UK Geography 

undergraduate field courses, with ‘exotic’, often long-haul destinations a ubiquitous 

component of university marketing (Mcguinness and Simm, 2005; Nairn et al., 2000). Despite 

the long-known relationship between air travel emissions and anthropogenic climate change 

(Cohen et al., 2011; Hares et al., 2010), these travel practices have been justified through a 

variety of mechanisms, including student demand, the benefits of internationalisation (Glass, 

2015), the value of immersive environments for cultural learning, and development of 

practical and professional skills (Braungardt and Ingram, 2012). Reassuringly, recent evidence 

suggests that an increasing number of UK Geography departments are starting to divest from 

aeromobility for field course travel (RGS-IBG survey, 2024) in favour of low-carbon, shorter-

distance destinations via rail or coach transport. Acknowledging the positivity of such initial 

transformations, we present two significant challenges for Geography departments, both 

related to aeromobility practices.  

 

Firstly, the global demand for air travel is predicted to double by 2040 (IATA, 2023). Evidence 

in the UK suggests that 18-34 year olds are leading a post-Covid aviation revival, with 65% of 

this age group taking at least one flight in 2023 (CAA, 2024). Alongside this, tourism providers 

are creating carefully choreographed packages that ‘entwine leisure with aeromobility’ (Barr 

and Shaw, 2022; Barr and Shaw, 2024) in an environment where there are limited prospects 

for policy or technology-based reductions in carbon emissions (Cohen and Kantenbacher, 

2020). Whilst some students do not fly for a variety of reasons (financial cost, environmental 

consciousness, health conditions or disability), we suggest that increased personal 

aeromobility as a societal norm and expectation presents a challenge for promoting and 

justifying potentially transformative low-carbon travel options to students in higher 

education. Secondly, we argue that this challenge is enhanced significantly by the continued 

prevalence of flying as an embedded academic practice (Bjørkdahl et al., 2022; Hölbling et al., 

2023), for which a myriad of rationales are mobilised, including job-related structural 

pressures (Nevins et al., 2022; Nursey-Bray et al., 2019). Nevertheless, this issue is ‘the 

elephant in the room’; we cannot expect students to engage in sustainable travel practices 

unless we (academics) can transparently demonstrate that carbon impacts are being 

minimised across HE activities, primarily those of research (without resorting to carbon 

offsetting). As such, we agree with Higham and Font (2020) on the imperative of confronting 



 

climate hypocrisy through meaningful academic and institutional leadership. For example, 

whilst most HEIs have issued declarations of an E&CE, most academics continue to adopt high 

carbon ‘business-as-usual’ travel practices (Thierry et al., 2023), whilst the entrenched 

neoliberal ideologies of universities present challenges for how institutions tangibly 

operationalise these declarations (O’Neill and Sinden, 2021). In this respect, universities must 

raise the ambition of their emissions reduction targets and interventions and identify 

opportunities to disrupt and reshape professional practices to reduce emissions (Hoolohan et 

al., 2021). Importantly, this may be achieved through wider academic and student 

engagement with mobility discourses (Tseng et al., 2022), shifting expectations of mobility for 

conferences and meetings (Gifford, 2022; Glover et al., 2018; Klöwer et al., 2020) as well as 

educational travel, and via stricter institutional enforcement of ‘slow’ (sustainable) travel for 

destinations reachable within 24 hours. 

 

We suggest that these urgent transformations are necessary in order to address the paradox 

of sustainability in higher education. A study of carbon emissions across a large UK Geography 

department (2017-2020) demonstrated a high level of student support for decarbonisation, 

coupled with an enthusiasm for removing long-haul destinations and adopting overland travel 

for field courses (Williams and Love, 2022). Yet crucially, the highest level of respondent 

agreement was for the possibility of offsetting flight carbon emissions. From the authors [of 

this commentary] experiences, we suggest that this situation is far from unique. Therefore, 

we argue that alongside institutional leadership, participatory and collective dialogue 

between academics and students is crucial in navigating the environmental implications of 

these debates (Telford et al., 2024). If we are to move from a dominance of education ‘about’ 

the E&CE, to education ‘for’ positive societal transformation, there must be alignment 

between the environmental values promoted in teaching and learning and associated 

educational travel practices.  

 

3.2.  Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for field courses: breaking the echo 

chamber 

 

There exists a long and extensive literature on wide-ranging issues surrounding learning 

accessibility and inclusivity for geography field courses, from gendered attitudes and ableism 



 

(Maguire 1998; Maguire et al., 2003; Nairn, 1999) to proposed anticipatory auditing 

frameworks for students with disabilities (Clark and Jones, 2011). Indeed, in a landmark paper, 

Hall et al. (2002:213) considered ‘the various ways in which the images, spaces, practices and 

cultures of fieldwork may exclude or marginalise disabled students’. Yet over twenty years on, 

the academy faces multiple questions and challenges relating to systemic barriers to field 

course learning from the perspective of students and staff (Tucker and Horton, 2019). At the 

same time, universities are placing increasing emphasis on transitioning to Universal Design 

for Learning, based on the principles of multiple means of engagement, representation, action 

and expression (Behling and Tobin, 2018; Bracken and Novak, 2019). Devised initially to focus 

on equal access for students with disabilities, UDL now operates on the assumption that 

flexibility in educational materials and methods may benefit all learners (Boysen, 2024). To 

this end, authors have sought to bridge the gap between UDL theory and practice as a means 

of supporting educational transformation (Quirke et al., 2023). However, since a UDL approach 

is grounded at the scale of the individual’s learning priorities, it is natural that barriers may 

exist in an educational environment (Galkiene and Monkeviciene, 2021: 14), particularly those 

as complex as field courses. With this in mind, we set out three challenges for the discipline. 

 

There is increasing recognition that individuals with ‘protected characteristics’ (UK Equality 

Act, 2010) may face exclusion from field courses in a range of ways and settings (Tucker et al., 

2022). Yet, a 2024 examination of university webpages shows that some UK Geography 

departments (especially for BSc programmes) continue marketing adventurous and highly 

ablest field-based learning experiences (Mol and Atchison, 2019), with a small number of 

universities offering field courses to countries that discriminate against or criminalise specific 

sexual orientations and gender identities (Jackson, 2021; Murphy, 2020). For a discipline well 

documented for its lack of diversity (Dowey et al., 2021; Dutt, 2020; Lawrence and Dowey, 

2022), we suggest that these ongoing practices are deeply concerning, whether borne out of 

deeply entrenched academic viewpoints regarding field-based learning, lack of understanding 

of EDI, or institutional pressure for student recruitment. Crucially, there exist many additional 

debates in the literature about the challenges faced by individuals with ‘protected 

characteristics’ when engaging in fieldwork, including disability (Carabajal et al., 2017; 

Chiarella and Vurro, 2020), pregnancy and maternity (Lininger et al., 2021), race, religion and 

gender (Lawrence and Dowey, 2022). To compound these issues, there are a raft of personal 



 

characteristics or circumstances not included within the Equality Act (2010), but that are 

nonetheless widely recognised as having a significant influence on learning opportunity. For 

example, many students have caring responsibilities or care leaver experience that can impact 

significantly on learning opportunities (Sanderson and Zile, 2023). The rise in student numbers 

has also increased field course costs for many students (Telford et al., 2024); therefore, 

student socio-economic status can be an important determinant of learning opportunity. For 

some international students, there may be significant challenges and costs in obtaining visas 

for EU field courses. Finally, there are multiple instances where students choose not to, or 

cannot, receive a diagnosis for a condition that may have a significant impact on their ability 

to engage with aspects of a field course. Cumulatively, these challenges point to a field course 

pedagogy in desperate need of renewal (Giles et al., 2020). As such, we call for a disciplinary 

debate on the reconceptualization of field course pedagogy – one that critically explores 

pedagogic need, but that explicitly places ‘protected characteristics’, and personal 

characteristics and circumstances, at the core of field course design.  

 

3.3. UDL and reasonable adjustments 

 

Universal Design for Learning should enable inclusive education, removing the need for some 

students to actively seek support and disclose their disability or need (Cumming and Rose, 

2022). This illustrates an important tension when discussing the future of field course practice: 

the distinction between inclusive practices successfully embedded in field course design to 

benefit all learners, and the inevitability of specific individual circumstances that will 

legitimately require consideration of reasonable adjustment. Firstly, research and scholarship 

illustrate that there are important but easily implementable practices that can be 

transformational for all individuals on field courses. Three examples include critical 

examination of environments, daily schedules and breaks as a means of supporting autistic 

participants (Kingsbury et al., 2021), information on toilet stops in the field (Greene et al., 

2020) and comprehensive accessibility statements at the point of student module selection. 

Furthermore, sets of design principles and recommendations exist to foster the creation of 

inclusive learning communities (Atchison et al., 2019; Dowey et al., 2021; Stokes et al., 2019; 

Yorke et al., 2022c). Yet, whilst we should strive to create socially just pedagogic practices, we 

must accept the need to openly address the sensitive matter of self-disclosure (Madriaga and 



 

Goodley, 2010) in which students make a decision on divulging information relevant to their 

participation on a field course. Individuals may require a wide range of adjustments that may 

not be accommodated within a broad, inclusive field course design, including religious 

observance and places for worship, specific dietary requirements (Lawrence and Dowey, 

2022) and room allocation and facility use in relation to gender. In addressing these needs, 

close collaboration and good communication between all stakeholders (educators, university 

disability offices, and prospective and current students) has illustrated the enabling and 

awareness-raising potential that can result from small adjustments for individuals (Mol and 

Atchison, 2019). Furthermore, we agree in principle with calls to embed inclusion in field 

course risk assessments as a formal means of considering hazards and mitigations concerning 

those with protected characteristics (Prior-Jones et al., 2020). Indeed, Equality Impact 

Assessments are increasingly being adopted as a component of field course review by UK 

Geography departments (RGS-IBG survey, 2024). Nevertheless, we suggest an absence of 

resource is the most significant barrier to realising these ambitions. Therefore, we call upon 

universities to recognise and act on the need to create efficient and effective structures that 

facilitate and support academic staff in field course planning, including appropriate staff 

workload allocation, professional services support, realistic field course budgets, and the 

contracting of competent travel and accommodation procurement providers.  

 

3.4. UDL: Transforming dialogue and decision-making for field course design and 

practice 

 

Notwithstanding the often-significant efforts of some academic and professional services staff 

in enhancing learning accessibility and inclusion, ‘traditional’ attitudes and behaviours 

regarding field courses remain. Consequently, given common representational and power 

imbalances in decision making on curriculum design, we suggest that urgent, tangible 

transformations in field course pedagogy face significant barriers if left solely in the hands of 

academics. At the same time, we note the rising interest and prominence of work to engage 

students as partners or change agents in higher education (Bovill, 2020; Cook-Sather, 2018; 

Healey et al., 2023), with many initiatives providing innovative pedagogic transformations. 

Yet, we urge caution and critical engagement when employing student-centred approaches 

for field course design since cohort demographics have the potential to reinforce, as well as 



 

confront, some existing norms and prejudices. So, how do we remove the potential for ‘echo 

chamber’ situations and take EDI from the periphery to the core of field course design? We 

argue that truly transformational field course design and practices will most likely be achieved 

through a co-productive process (Vincent, 2022) involving key field course stakeholders, 

including academic and professional services staff and students. Principally, we advocate for 

a central role for university transformative education teams, disability, wellbeing and access 

to education offices as a means of broadening EDI understanding and ensuring engagement 

with EDI obligations and best practices in higher education. Whilst co-production seeks to 

remove epistemic hegemonies and develop shared understandings and negotiated solutions 

to challenges, we recommend that care is afforded in facilitation of discussions to create safe 

spaces for participants. Furthermore, we suggest that the output (transformed field course 

design) must be audited at the institutional level as an essential governance and compliance 

mechanism. To achieve this transition, we suggest three actions are required. Firstly, 

neoliberalist structures in universities have been widely criticised for perpetuating inequitable 

practices and processes in higher education (Joseph-Salisbury and Connelly, 2021; Rai and 

Campion, 2022) with common disconnects existing between policy and the resources 

necessary to realise meaningful changes in practice. Therefore, we call on universities to 

increase investment in transformative education teams as crucial interlocutors in supporting 

the transition towards UDL in higher education. Secondly, whilst EDI is a key component of 

staff mandatory training, we recognise that colleagues may lack more specific understanding, 

confidence, and support in engaging with debates on EDI and developing UDL (Yorke et al., 

2022b). As such, we suggest that wider, structured opportunities for dialogue between 

colleagues in departments and transformative education teams is likely to be highly valuable 

in moving educational practice towards compliance, commitment, and a shift in culture. 

Thirdly, whilst most Geography degree programmes provide students with field course 

learning opportunities, few require critical engagement with research and scholarship on field 

course pedagogy. We suggest that Geography programmes should transparently engage 

students with the EDI debates set out above, as a means of enabling them to engage critically 

with this complex area of pedagogy, and with broader societal challenges surrounding 

accessibility and inclusion.  

 

4. Emerging practices for field course transformations 



 

 

An analysis of horizon two (H2) discussions revealed a range of emerging practices that are 

supporting a transition towards more environmentally sustainable and EDI-focused field 

course pedagogies. Whilst these innovations alone will not address the systemic challenges 

outlined above, they are illustrative of specific bottom-up and top-down commitments to 

enable positive transformations. We note that the examples listed below are not exhaustive 

and other innovations will exist across institutions. 

 

4.1. Environmental sustainability 

 

The move by many UK Geography departments to remove long-haul field courses in favour of 

closer (mostly European) destinations is welcome; however, short-haul aviation (which is 

more polluting per kilometre) remains a common mode of travel. Nonetheless, there are 

examples of sustainable, reasonably priced, high-speed rail connections being adopted for 

group-based field course travel. We suggest that embedding these ‘slow travel’ practices 

(Anderson and Anderson, 2014; Barr and Shaw, 2022) not only provides students with 

experiences that may be personally transformational, but it can also serve to facilitate critical 

engagement with discourses on mobilities in future low carbon societies. At an institutional 

level, low carbon travel presents an opportunity to move closer towards alignment of stated 

environmental values and goals with actual practices and carbon impact. At the same time, 

we recognise that events such as the Covid-19 pandemic have extended scholarship (Barton, 

2020) on the ways in which virtual field course environments may provide effective 

opportunities for all learners to achieve intended learning outcomes without the carbon 

impact of travel, or potential EDI challenges. Whilst we are not advocating for a wholesale 

shift to virtual field-based learning, we argue that departments should be more critically 

reflective of the pedagogic rationale for visiting specific destinations and explore the 

possibilities of using increasingly sophisticated virtual environments to meet specific 

pedagogic aims (Bos et al., 2022; Larsen et al., 2020; McDougall, 2019; Yorke et al., 2022a; 

Zhao et al., 2020). 

 

4.2. EDI and transitioning towards UDL 

 



 

Despite the systemic challenges surrounding embedding EDI considerations in field course 

pedagogy, there are examples of best practices that are, albeit heterogeneously, being 

adopted across the sector. Firstly, in recognising that a student’s socio-economic 

circumstances can be a significant barrier to equality of learning opportunity, many Geography 

departments now ensure that travel and accommodation costs for compulsory field courses 

are included in course fees, alongside supporting students with supply of specialist equipment 

and clothing for fieldwork (RGS-IBG survey, 2024). We suggest that this practice must be 

normalised across the sector as a basic acknowledgement of equity in learning. Secondly, we 

note that critical reflection on EDI debates has prompted discussion within departments 

regarding which field course modules or activities should be core, versus optional, 

components of learning. These programme-level decisions can have significant impacts on a 

current student’s learning experience. As such, we urge careful consideration of these 

decisions, alongside reflection by the QAA in updating subject benchmark statements. Thirdly, 

we reflect on an increasing number of cases in which students with complex learning 

adjustments (for example, travel involving carers) have been enabled to attend field courses. 

Whilst we note that a transition towards more inclusive field course design would potentially 

remove many barriers to engagement, these cases are illustrative of the time and care that 

academic and professional services staff have committed in ensuring that learning can be 

accessible and inclusive. Fourthly, we note that multiple institutions are proactively using self-

disclosure mechanisms to engage students prior to field courses to co-produce reasonable 

adjustments to field course practices. Common examples include supporting students with 

severe allergies or food intolerances, and specific physical or mental health requirements. 

 

4.3. University-level staff training and governance processes 

 

Whilst we acknowledge the urgent need for enhanced resourcing for field course pedagogy, 

we welcome a recent shift across the sector in HEIs facilitating staff training opportunities to 

support academics in First Aid, Mental Health First Aid, and Suicide Awareness training (R 

World, 2024). With increasingly complex situations for staff in managing EDI requirements for 

students attending field courses, coupled with a student crisis in mental health (Campbell et 

al., 2022; Pandey, 2022) these staff development opportunities are essential. In addition, we 

acknowledge that many institutions have, over recent years, enhanced their compliance 



 

frameworks regarding risk assessments, critical incident response plans, and the ethics 

approval processes. However, we note that there remain large disparities between institutions 

in terms of level of staff training and support with essential requirements for safe, off-campus 

teaching. Moreover, we recognise that transforming field course practice will involve critical 

review to ensure that external partner organisations ascribe to the values, understandings, 

and compliance mechanisms surrounding environmental sustainability and EDI.  

 

4.4. Sector-wide collaborations to enhance Geography field course practice 

 

We acknowledge the value of the CHGHEI and the RGS-IBG in supporting helpful disciplinary 

dialogue and developing guiding principles for fieldwork. These contributions are wide-

ranging, including events hosted by the Enhancing Fieldwork Learning (EFL) group and 

discourses within the GeogEd research group of the RGS-IBG (Finn et al., 2022), a special 

collection in the journal Area highlighting the role of the RGS-IBG in helping to shape good 

practice in fieldwork (Leyland et al., 2022), and links to geographers engaging in Natural 

Environment Research Council EDI research in environmental science. Building on these 

important contributions, we argue that progress will be best achieved through several 

mechanisms. Firstly, we suggest that there would be value in building on the resources 

associated with the RGS-IBG Fieldwork Principles, with a specific emphasis on sharing 

information regarding effective (and ineffective) practices for sustainability and EDI in field 

course pedagogy. In so doing, we are confident that colleagues may be able to affect small but 

meaningful structural changes to their teaching, whilst at the same time advocating for 

broader institutional transitions towards decarbonisation and UDL. Secondly, we suggest that 

parallel conversations in the Geographical Association present an excellent opportunity to 

share knowledges and resources to better understand effective ways of transforming field 

course pedagogy throughout the UK education system. Thirdly, we argue that a much more 

radical discourse on the future of field course pedagogy is necessary given the urgency of the 

challenges outlined herein. In this respect, we have written this commentary as a provocation 

– a call for the community to engage in critical reflection on how we take meaningful action 

to address the disconnect between our stated educational and environmental values, and our 

actual educational practices. 

 



 

5. Conclusion 

 

This commentary is a call to the geography community in higher education to take urgent, 

tangible steps towards re-thinking field course design and practice. For too long, we have 

witnessed insightful additions to the literature and sector-wide debates on the need for 

transformative field course practices, without witnessing the necessary scale of change in 

educational practice. This work builds on recent literature by providing valuable insight into 

the (un)sustainability of ‘business as usual’ field course practices in UK Geography HE and re-

envisions field course pedagogy within the context of transformative education. We highlight 

two important and urgent areas of attention. Firstly, whilst we have seen some positive steps 

towards divestment from aeromobility for field course travel, we suggest that increased 

popularity of personal aeromobility, particularly among young people, presents a growing 

challenge in promoting and justifying low carbon travel options to students in higher 

education. We argue that this challenge is enhanced significantly by the continued prevalence 

of flying as an embedded academic practice, with an urgent need to confront this climate 

hypocrisy through meaningful academic and institutional leadership. Secondly, we make an 

urgent call for reimagining field course design and practice around the principles of Universal 

Design for Learning. In this way, we argue that protected characteristics (UK Equality Act, 

2010), and other personal characteristics and circumstances, should be placed at the centre 

of field course design, bringing EDI to the core of this complex and challenging area of 

pedagogy. To achieve this, we explore the importance of considering the relationship between 

inclusive design and the provision of reasonable learning adjustments, alongside advocating 

for a co-productive approach to field course design that places university transformative 

education teams at the centre of facilitation and governance. Whilst recognising the need for 

systemic changes to achieve these goals, we highlight emerging practices across the sector 

that are enabling positive transformations to take place in moving towards environmental 

sustainability and Universal Design for Learning in field course pedagogy. As such, we call for 

urgent discussion within the sector of this complex and demanding area of pedagogy to 

enable meaningful and transformative practices to result, engendering a much-needed 

cultural shift in HE. 
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Table 1: Participant reflections identified key areas of unsustainable practice in UK Higher 

Education field course pedagogy. 

 

Theme Identification of unsustainable aspects of current practice in HE 

The Environment and Climate 

Emergency (E&CE) and field course 

design 

• Despite recent positive shifts within the sector, there remain deeply entrenched 

views among many academic colleagues, current students and prospective 

students regarding the necessity and pedagogic value of ‘exotic’ long-haul travel 

for field courses. 

• Neoliberal marketisation of Higher Education places international field courses at 

the centre of many marketing strategies for UK Geography degrees and this 

current market competition is a barrier to sector-wide environmental 

transformations. 

• Research locations of academic staff remain popular ‘by default’ destinations for 

field courses, even when the pedagogic and environmental rationale is limited. 

• High carbon transportation (aeromobility) remains the dominant mode of travel 

for international field courses in UK Higher Education. 

• Many academics are not willing to divest from aeromobility in favour of ‘slower’ 

forms of travel for field courses (such as high-speed rail), citing a range of factors, 

including time constraints and concerns about lack of understanding/institutional 

support for low-carbon travel. 

• There remains a dominance of education ‘about’ the E&CE, as opposed to 

education ‘for’ positive environmental transformation. In this respect, there 

remains a disconnect between field course environmental values and 

environmental sustainability practices. 

Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) 

in Field Course practice 

• Whilst there is increasing engagement with EDI in field course planning, field 

course locations and types of learning activity are often not accessible or inclusive. 

• The number of students with declared disabilities (physical and mental health) has 

risen significantly and HE faces the challenge of ensuring equality of learning 

opportunity. 

• Recent years have seen the emergence of new understandings across a variety of 

disabilities (e.g. neurodiversity and anxiety), which have significant impacts for 

appropriate types of learning environment, travel and accommodation. 

• Gender has become a significant issue with regard to practical field course 

planning (for example, accommodation and facilities). 

• Student stress and anxiety are very visible components of HE, and these challenges 

can be amplified during field courses. 

• Overall, there are positive examples of reasonable adjustments to enhance EDI in 

field-based learning; however, stronger sector-wide commitment to move towards 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a priority. 
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• There is varied interpretation and adherence to protected characteristics listed in 

the Equalities Act (2010) and this can lead to a perpetuation of entrenched 

academic views that enable unsuitable field course designs to continue. 

The changing nature of student 

attitudes, behaviours and constraints 

• Student pre-university experiences vary significantly; however, these may be seen 

as important in perpetuating ‘traditional’ framings of field courses, particularly in 

terms of ‘exotic’ locations and implicit ablism in activity design and expectations. 

• A disconnect remains common between student and staff perspectives on the 

rationale and value of field courses. 

• UK HEI fees in England and Wales may shape student expectations regarding field 

course opportunities and experiences. 

• Some courses may not engage students effectively with the value of field course 

skills. 

• Some students may not regard field-specific skills as relevant or necessary in terms 

of their graduate attributes and intended career ambitions. 

• In view of the myriad potential challenges to students participating in field courses, 

some welcome opportunities to ‘opt out’ of these aspects of learning. 

• Increasingly, student work and caring commitments create challenges for 

participation, even on one-day field courses.  

• Despite most departments covering the cost of compulsory field courses, the ‘top-

up’ (outside of tuition fees) costs required for some optional field courses create 

inequality of learning opportunity based on student financial means.  

Staff workload and training • There are increasing workload pressures on academic and professional services 

staff responsible for organising and delivering field courses. Examples include time 

taken to develop risk assessments, ethics applications, to ensure student and staff 

EDI requirements are met, travel and accommodation procurement, or liaising 

with travel procurement providers. 

• Some university managers do not have a good understanding of the workload 

requirements surrounding field courses. 

• In many Geography departments, a gulf exists between colleagues who a) hold 

important tacit knowledges regarding field courses and b) engage in this teaching, 

and others who do not/cannot participate in this area of pedagogy. There can 

often be a shortage of staff to participate in field courses. 

• Some colleagues do not feel confident engaging in this complex and challenging 

area of pedagogy, citing a lack of training or professional support. 

• Staff planning for field courses has been made more challenging in recent years by 

fluctuations in student cohort sizes. 

• Since the introduction of higher-level tuition fees in 2012, and the move towards a 

‘consumer focused’ HE, there have been some cases where student demands and 

behaviour has become more challenging. 

• There is a widespread lack of appropriate training for staff to prepare them for 

field course teaching. Whilst some universities are recognising this need (e.g. 

Mental Health First Aid training/suicide awareness training), there is an urgent 

need to address this issue. 

• There is a general lack of support for academic staff running/participating in field 

course teaching. Workload expectations are often unrealistic or underestimated 

and have a significant impact on staff mental health and wellbeing. 

Institutional factors • Institutions generally do not demonstrate an awareness of the actual level of 

support that departments require for effective field course teaching. This may be 

seen through financial (budgetary) constraints, through insufficient professional 

services support, or provision of external procurement services. 

• There is a weak institutional engagement with the necessary environmental 

sustainability and EDI imperatives required to transform field course pedagogy in a 

dynamic HE environment. 

• Institutions need to demonstrate tighter regulatory mechanisms to ensure safe, 

efficient and effective field course teaching. 

• Institutions need to demonstrate a stronger leadership in ensuring that field course 

practices align with their own strategic objectives (e.g. commitment to sustainable 

travel policies). 
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