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F�eld-based educat�on �s part�cularly �mportant for the d�sc�pl�ne of geogra-
phy. Geograph�c study �s greatly benef�ted by �n-f�eld observat�on and exper�-
ent�al learn�ng that only a f�eld exper�ence can prov�de. Geography educat�on 
also �s be�ng dramat�cally changed by advances �n technology and new mecha-
n�sms of commun�cat�on. One area that has been affected most by changes �n 
technology �s the ab�l�ty to reach students who cannot access the trad�t�onal 
campus-based classrooms. Distance learning (DL) �s a label often g�ven to the 
del�very of educat�onal content to students located off-campus through mecha-
n�sms such as correspondence, v�deo l�nks, and, most recently, the Internet. 
Th�s paper explores the potent�al for ut�l�z�ng d�stance-learn�ng technolog�es �n 
a non-trad�t�onal manner. We have co�ned the term “�nverse d�stance learn�ng” 
for such technolog�es ut�l�zed w�th�n f�eld-study �n an effort to both enhance the 
learn�ng exper�ence of part�c�pat�ng students as well as to prov�de a mechan�sm 
for v�rtual part�c�pat�on �n the course by a commun�ty of colleagues, fr�ends, 
and fam�l�es follow�ng v�a the web.

field-courses in geogrAPhy
F�eld-courses have a long trad�t�on �n geography and many teachers regard 

f�eldwork as central to geography educat�on (e.g. Gold et al. 1991; Jenk�ns 1994; 
Kent et al. 1997). Research has shown that �n-f�eld exper�ence st�mulates cur�os-
�ty (Salter and Meserve 1991); theoret�cal concepts are both better understood 
and longer reta�ned through the hands-on exper�ence prov�ded by f�eld study 
(Ba�n 1987; MacKenz�e and Wh�te 1982).

Many educat�onal object�ves are sought from f�eld-courses. Fuller et al.(2000) 
descr�be a number of the key educat�onal object�ves often �ntended from geo-
graph�c study �n the f�eld (Table 1). The object�ves are w�de rang�ng, vary�ng 
from acqu�s�t�on of d�screte analyt�cal sk�lls (such as read�ng spec�f�c �nstru-
ments) to more vague benef�ts such as “lessen�ng the barr�ers between staff and 
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ABstrAct
Th�s paper explores the use of technolog�-
cal tools often ut�l�zed for trad�t�onal 
d�stance learn�ng course del�very to 
prov�de a means of allow�ng v�rtual 
part�c�pat�on �n a month-long geography 
f�eld-course. Students part�c�pated �n 
document�ng the da�ly act�v�t�es through 
d�g�tal photography and construct�on of 
a regularly updated course web page. 
Although the effort to create and ma�nta�n 
the �nverse d�stance learn�ng component 
of the course was substant�al, many 
benef�ts were real�zed that enhanced the 
f�eld-based and exper�ent�al object�ves 
of the course such as enr�chment of the 
exper�ent�al component for both real and 
v�rtual course part�c�pants, collaborat�ve 
dec�s�on-mak�ng, and the acqu�s�t�on 
of technolog�cal sk�lls necessary for the 
rap�dly chang�ng f�eld of geography.
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Table 1. Key educat�onal object�ves addressed by geography f�eldwork (from 
Fuller et al. 2000 based on Gold et al. 1991).

1. Development of observational skills, enabling students to read and interpret 
the landscape

2. Facilitation of experiential learning; learning is improved by experiencing real-
ity

3. Encouragement of student responsibility for their own learning, particularly 
where the fieldwork is project-based

4. Development of analytical skills, particularly when technical skills are 
employed and collated data are analyzed

5. Provision of a taste of ‘Real’ research, where the fieldwork follows points (3) 
and (4) above

6. Kindling of a respect for the environment, especially where fieldwork is 
undertaken in remote areas

7. Development of personal skills, where the fieldwork is group based, students 
learn to work closely with others and act responsibly

8. Lessening of barriers between staff and students on residential courses-stu-
dents come to trust us, and more readily take part in other learning experi-
ences and so learn more effectively
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students on res�dent�al courses” (Fuller et al. 2000). The 
�ntended object�ves and benef�ts of f�eld study �n geog-
raphy educat�on are non-exclus�ve. Students ga�n many 
benef�ts on mult�ple levels d�rectly related to geograph�c 
educat�on, as well as those related to the overall personal 
development and maturat�on of the �nd�v�dual student.

Wh�le the benef�ts of geography f�eld study may st�ll 
need to be adequately proven by emp�r�cal analys�s (Kent 
et al. 1997), �t �s a broadly accepted convent�on among 
many geographers that f�eld study and f�eld-courses �n 
geography educat�on are of �nvaluable benef�t (Fuller et al. 
2000). Th�s bel�ef �n the benef�t of f�eld-courses cont�nues 
�n sp�te of the cons�derable effort and d�ff�cult�es �n actu-
al�z�ng a successful course. The expense of conduct�ng 
a f�eld-course (transportat�on, lodg�ng, food, and other 
assoc�ated costs) as well as the health, safety, and l�ab�l�ty 
�ssues g�ve cons�derable challenge. In add�t�on there are 
more subtle �ssues of personal�ty confl�cts, approaches 
to d�sc�pl�nary problems, and the “emot�onal safety of 
f�eldtr�p part�c�pants” (Na�rn et al. 2000).

In sp�te of the many d�ff�cult�es �nvolved w�th organ�z-
�ng and actual�z�ng f�eld-courses, many departments con-
t�nue to offer courses as part of the geography curr�culum. 
Wh�le the major�ty of these courses are offered as sen�or 
level capstone courses, others are offered as extens�ve 
summer f�eld-courses to f�rst and second year students 
�n order to create a bond�ng exper�ence and a means of 
recru�t�ng and reta�n�ng new geography students (Lew�s 
and Patton 1994).

distAnce leArning in geogrAPhy
D�stance learn�ng (DL), also referred to as distance edu-

cation, �s a means of del�ver�ng the educat�onal process 
through a non-face to face and potent�ally non-synchro-
nous env�ronment. D�stance learn�ng has a century long 
trad�t�on, beg�nn�ng as correspondence courses offered by 
�nst�tut�ons to non-trad�t�onal students unable to attend 
trad�t�onal classrooms. Over the decades DL has evolved 
to take advantage of the technolog�cal advances �n com-
mun�cat�on—�nclud�ng v�deo broadcasts, satell�te con-
ferenc�ng, and h�ghly �nteract�ve Internet-based learn�ng 
env�ronments (Moore and Kearsley 1996; Homan 1997). 
The �ncrease �n telecommun�cat�on capab�l�t�es has led 
to an �ncrease �n the qual�ty of �nteract�on ava�lable for 
DL educat�on (Mot�walla and Tello 2000). Enrollment �n 
cred�t-grant�ng d�stance learn�ng courses �n accred�ted 
�nst�tut�ons �ncreased dramat�cally throughout the 1990s 
(Lew�s et al. 1999). The past decade also has w�tnessed a 
sh�ft �n the pedagog�cal approach related to sh�ft�ng tech-
nolog�es for DL. The �nteract�ve and mult�med�a capab�l�-
t�es of �nternet-based DL have sh�fted the focus from the 
�nstructor-centered v�deo lecture to the learner-centered 
�nteract�ve approach to educat�on (Passer�n� and Granger 
2000).

As d�stance learn�ng transforms the teach�ng parad�gm, a 
number of costs and cr�t�c�sms have r�sen �n the d�scourse. 
Del�ver�ng DL often �s t�me �ntens�ve, requ�r�ng substant�al 

techn�cal capab�l�t�es far beyond the trad�t�onal expecta-
t�ons of faculty. Some are alarmed at the �mpl�cat�ons of DL 
for ma�nta�n�ng the �ntegr�ty of the academ�c �nst�tut�on, 
warn�ng that the push to techn�fy the educat�onal exper�-
ence �s mask�ng the underly�ng “commerc�al�zat�on” of 
h�gher educat�on and warn�ng that the true benef�ts of 
�nstruct�onal technology �s yet unproven (Gr�nesk� 1999; 
Noble 2000). Desp�te the l�m�tat�ons and the potent�ally 
damag�ng effect on trad�t�onally pract�ced methods of 
h�gher educat�on, the demonstrable benef�ts and �nnova-
t�ve potent�als of DL are arguably �n the�r �nfancy. D�stance 
learn�ng unquest�onably prov�des �ncreased access�b�l�ty 
to h�gher educat�on, �ncreased eff�c�ency of commun�ca-
t�on, �ncreased flex�b�l�ty �n the means and t�me of del�ver-
�ng educat�on, and new potent�als for students and teacher 
to v�rtually �nteract w�th each other �n ways �nconce�vable 
�n prev�ous eras. For better or worse, the new technolog�-
cal capab�l�t�es are forever chang�ng the learn�ng env�ron-
ment (Butler 1998). Passer�n� and Granger (2000, 4) d�scuss 
the parad�gm sh�ft occurr�ng for d�stance educat�on:

Rather than be�ng an obstacle to 
�nteract�on, “d�stance” becomes the seed 
of �nteract�ons among part�c�pants w�th 
d�verse backgrounds and exper�ences, and 
fac�l�tates the real�zat�on of other learn�ng 
models born w�th�n the construct�v�st 
approach, such as soc�o-cultural learn�ng. 
Classrooms become boundary-less both 
geograph�cally … and content-w�se.

As the capab�l�t�es of the Internet have altered the del�v-
ery of d�stance educat�on, two approaches to the ava�lab�l-
�ty of the content can be �dent�f�ed. In many �nst�tut�ons the 
del�very of course content v�a programs such as Web CT 
allows access to only reg�stered part�c�pants of the course. 
Other �nst�tut�ons such as MIT prov�de open access of 
course mater�als mak�ng the �nformat�on ava�lable to the 
w�der publ�c. As technology makes �t eas�er to make the 
classroom “boundary-less” the commod�f�cat�on of educa-
t�onal technology (�n courseware) and �ssues of �nst�tut�on-
al control may potent�ally re-�mpose boundar�es that may 
restr�ct the benef�ts of technology use. The appropr�ate use 
of technolog�es and the publ�c access�b�l�ty of a course are 
�mportant cons�derat�ons when des�gn�ng a course that 
�ncorporates DL technolog�es.

digitAlly enhAncing A geogrAPhy field-course
Few can argue that the technolog�es of d�stance learn-

�ng are sh�ft�ng the del�very of geograph�c educat�on. The 
potent�al benef�ts of d�stance learn�ng and assoc�ated tech-
nolog�es are not only for students unable to attend trad�-
t�onal courses due to the�r phys�cal d�stance or �nab�l�ty to 
travel, but DL also holds prom�se to br�dge the gap �n peda-
gogical distance, that �s, separat�on of students from qual�ty 
�nstructor �nteract�on due to factors such as large class s�ze 
(Reeve et al. 2000). Many appl�cat�ons of the DL technolo-
g�es are be�ng �ncorporated as part of trad�t�onal on-cam-
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pus courses w�th �nd�cat�ons of pos�t�ve benef�t (Abbey 
2000). On-l�ne courseware products such as WebCT and 
Blackboard prov�de enhanced means of commun�cat�on 
between �nstructors and students as well as between stu-
dents. The tools of d�stance learn�ng may prove to have 
d�v�dends �n many non-convent�onal appl�cat�ons.

One such appl�cat�on �s the use of DL technolog�es to 
enhance geography f�eld-courses. Th�s turns the trad�t�onal 
use of DL technolog�es around from del�ver�ng educat�onal 
content of the classroom to students located afar, to a use 
of DL technolog�es that allows students to share the�r edu-
cat�onal exper�ence from a f�eld-course w�th the un�vers�ty 
commun�ty back home. Such use of DL technolog�es can be 
conceptual�zed as “�nverse d�stance learn�ng” (IDL), learn-
�ng that supports and enhances the educat�onal exper�ence 
occurr�ng �n the f�eld. Th�s �nverse approach to d�stance 
learn�ng technolog�es was �ncorporated �nto a summer 
f�eld-course taught �n the Rutgers Un�vers�ty department 
of geography that focused on publ�c 
lands �n the Amer�can West. Th�s 
course was offered dur�ng two con-
secut�ve summers.

descriPtion of PuBlic lAnds of 
the AmericAn west

The log�st�cs of the course were 
challeng�ng, g�ven the unusual for-
mat. Cons�derable plann�ng and 
preparat�on were requ�red of both 
the �nstructors and the students. 
Two months pr�or to the start of the 
course, there was an �n�t�al meet�ng 
to �ntroduce students to each other, 
d�scuss the course format, d�scuss 
requ�red personal gear (proper cloth-
�ng, sleep�ng bags, packs) answer 
quest�ons, and to ass�gn read�ngs 
and projects. Each student had the 
opt�on of work�ng �ndependently or 
w�th a partner to prof�le the phys�cal 
geography, human h�story, and cur-
rent management �ssues confront�ng 
federal resource managers at one of 
the f�eldtr�p dest�nat�ons. Typ�cally 
the chosen subject was a nat�onal 
park w�th some nat�onal forests and 
w�lderness areas �ncluded. Students 
were requ�red to make a 20 to 30 
m�nute presentat�on, w�th handouts, 
upon reach�ng the�r area of �nterest. 
Add�t�onally, each student chose an 
an�mal (e.g., elk, moose, black bear) 
to descr�be �n a br�ef report and pre-
sentat�on that would be del�vered �n 
the event of a f�eld s�ght�ng or upon 
the d�scovery of tracks, scat, or other 
s�gn.

The actual classroom phase of the course began �n late 
May w�th an �ntroduct�on to the Amer�can env�ronmental 
movement that br�efly surveyed some of the wr�t�ngs of 
Thoreau, Mu�r, Leopold, and other well-known vo�ces of 
conservat�on. Th�s �ntroduct�on was followed by an over-
v�ew of the var�ous federal agenc�es that oversee publ�c 
lands and some of the env�ronmental organ�zat�ons that 
�nfluence publ�c pol�cy. Students were encouraged to contact 
resource managers �n advance of the tr�p to �nvest�gate some 
of the more d�ff�cult and content�ous management �ssues 
confront�ng federal agenc�es entrusted w�th the stewardsh�p 
of publ�c lands.

Another class meet�ng focused on phys�cal geogra-
phy bas�cs and h�ghl�ghted some of the more compel-
l�ng geolog�cal features of dest�nat�ons on the �t�nerary. 
D�scuss�ons and sl�des of features such as Death Valley’s 
mass�ve graben, Yosem�te’s glac�er-carved hang�ng val-
leys, and Yellowstone’s var�ed geothermal features all 
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served to enthuse and engage students �n preparat�on for 
the f�eld-based learn�ng exper�ence. F�nally, students were 
�nstructed �n the bas�cs of web des�gn so that the�r prel�m�-
nary reports could be posted onl�ne, pr�or to departure.

The two road routes var�ed (F�g. 1), but both began w�th 
a fl�ght from Rutgers Un�vers�ty to Salt Lake C�ty where 
two �nstructors and ten students transferred to a t�ghtly 
packed 15 passenger van. On the f�rst summer tr�p, the 
group headed due west across the Great Bas�n to Yosem�te, 
eventually journey�ng on to Crater Lake, Mt. St. Helens, 
Mt. Ra�n�er, the Olymp�c Pen�nsula, Glac�er Nat�onal Park, 
Yellowstone, and Grand Teton w�th a few more notable 
stops along the way. The group returned approx�mately 
four weeks later to Salt Lake C�ty for the fl�ght home. 
On the second tr�p, student �nput led to the cho�ce of a 
more southwestern �t�nerary, w�th stays �n Arches, Z�on, 
and Death Valley Nat�onal Parks. Dur�ng both tr�ps, the 
group made stops at hostels �n San Franc�sco and Seattle 
to grocery shop, do laundry, and to allow students to have 
unstructured t�me to keep group morale h�gh.

A typ�cal day �n the f�eld m�ght �nclude a stop at a park 
v�s�tor’s center, a talk w�th a resource manager, a long h�ke, 
and a student or �nstructor presentat�on. Each student was 
requ�red to make a 20-30 m�nute presentat�on about one 
of the major dest�nat�ons of the tr�p such as a nat�onal 
park. Usually the students presented �n a dramat�c set-
t�ng, such as the North R�m of the Grand Canyon p�ctured 
here, wh�ch prov�ded v�v�d �llustrat�on to the geograph�c 
top�cs covered �n the presentat�on (F�g. 2).

The group camped almost exclus�vely, choos�ng s�tes 
w�th�n parks or nat�onal forests �n close v�c�n�ty. Cook�ng 
and camp chores were shared between both students and 
�nstructors. Toward the end of the day, students down-
loaded d�g�tal camera �mages, v�ewed v�deotape, and 
recounted the day’s events.

inverse distAnce leArning, exPlorAtion, And 
PuBlic lAnds

The �nverse d�stance-learn�ng concept has �ts roots �n 
explorat�on. The earl�est trad�t�ons of geography �ncorpo-
rated f�eld sketches of landscapes to descr�be and commu-
n�cate analyses of place. By the m�ddle of the n�neteenth 
century, pa�nters and photographers became essent�al 
members of exped�t�ons �nventory�ng the Amer�can West. 
In 1870, U.S. Department of the Inter�or off�c�als �nstructed 
Ferd�nand Hayden to �nclude full v�sual documentat�on of 
the landscape, w�th sketches, pa�nt�ngs, and photographs 
�n h�s survey of what would later become Yellowstone 
Nat�onal Park (K�nsey 1992).  Balm (2002) po�nts out that 
Thomas Moran’s (Hayden’s chosen art�st) pa�nt�ngs were 
essent�al to the eventual commod�f�cat�on and government 
acqu�s�t�on of lands �n the Amer�can West. Further, the 
�dea of a nat�onal park �tself �s cred�ted to an earl�er pa�nter 
of the Amer�can West, George Ca�tl�n (Nash 1990).

Photography qu�ckly became a foundat�onal tool of 
geograph�c commun�cat�on, exempl�f�ed by a century 
of National Geographic Magazine. In recent years d�g�tal 
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A venturesome minority will always 
be eager to set off on their own, and 
no obstacles should be placed in their 
path; let them take risks, for 
Godsake, let them get lost, sunburnt, 
stranded, drowned, eaten by bears, 
buried alive under avalanches - that 
is the right and privlege of any free 
American.

-- Edward Abbey 
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photograph�c technology has added a new d�mens�on 
to the trad�t�on of geograph�c photograph�c documenta-
t�on. D�g�tal �mages are eas�ly �ncorporated �nto computer 
appl�cat�ons and ava�lable for presentat�on and other uses. 
D�g�tal �magery also �s eas�ly �ncorporated �nto web pages 
and transm�tted v�a the Internet.

More recently, geograph�c explorat�on has been brought 
�nto the age of the Internet w�th h�gh prof�le appl�cat�ons 
such as v�rtual tours of a ra�n forest, v�rtual explorat�on of 
Antarct�ca, Google Earth d�g�tal globe, and even explora-
t�on of Mars by recent rovers.  Appl�cat�on of d�stance 
technolog�es need not be exclus�ve to large, well endowed 
�nst�tut�ons, but are well w�th�n the reach of most college 
programs prov�d�ng a means for students to part�c�pate 
from afar.

Photo-documentat�on was one of the foundat�onal com-
ponents employed by the authors for the IDL f�eld-course. 
Phys�cal landscape features, geology, cl�mat�c reg�ons, 
publ�c lands management (a central theme of the course), 
and cultural landscapes were captured by more than two 
thousand photographs taken by �nstructors and student 
part�c�pants dur�ng the month long f�eld-course. Many 
hours of v�deo documented landscapes, student presenta-
t�ons, chance encounters w�th w�ldl�fe as well as moments 
of fun such as sl�d�ng down the glac�ers flank�ng Mt. 
Ra�n�er and bath�ng �n ch�lly mounta�n streams.

Each day (often wh�le travel�ng �n the van) the photos of 
the prev�ous day were arch�ved from the d�g�tal cameras 
to a laptop. A select�on of the best or most representat�onal 
photos were developed �nto a photo journal web page and 
l�nked to the course home page (F�g. 3). Students would 
all part�c�pate �n development of the photo-journal from 
dec�d�ng wh�ch photos to �nclude to wr�t�ng appropr�ate 
capt�ons for each photo (F�g. 4). The photo-journal web 
page was an �ntent�onally des�gned component of the �n�-
t�al course held dur�ng the 2003 f�eld season. However, the 
�nfluence of the web page of the part�c�pants exper�ence 
was an unforeseen pos�t�ve outcome the f�rst year.

The part�c�pants and �nstructors worked on develop�ng 
the d�g�tal content on a da�ly bas�s usually after d�nner 
or dur�ng travel per�ods �n between dest�nat�ons. The 
content was uploaded approx�mately every three days 
or less depend�ng on access to an Internet connect�on, 
usually �n copy centers, coffee shops, and hotels. As the 
da�ly web-based photo-journal began to be uploaded to 
the Rutgers Un�vers�ty’s geography Web s�te, the course 
webpage rap�dly grew �n popular�ty w�th�n the commu-
n�ty. Soon the Rutgers’ geography department, fr�ends, 
and fam�ly members were follow�ng the f�eld tr�p w�th 
only a day or two lag from the actual occurrence of the 
events. Telephone calls from fam�ly members and e-ma�l 
from un�vers�ty members conveyed the sense of v�rtual 
part�c�pat�on. The Web s�te became a popular da�ly v�s�t 
to follow the progress of the course and the exper�ences of 
course part�c�pants.

It became ev�dent the f�rst year that the course was 
offered that the v�rtual part�c�pat�on of fellow students, 
fr�ends, and fam�ly through the Web s�te added a substan-
t�al re�nforc�ng element to the educat�onal exper�ence of 
those enrolled �n the course. Part�c�pat�ng students’ proj-
ect presentat�ons (a comp�lat�on of the�r research) along 
w�th the�r da�ly photo-journal were access�ble on the Web 
s�te. Students, �n essence, became teachers of the�r own 
research top�c area, not only to classmates on the tr�p but 
to the larger commun�ty follow�ng along v�a the webs�te. 
The tools of d�stance learn�ng were inversed to benef�t the 
commun�ty back home follow�ng the students �n the f�eld. 
The expanded educat�onal exper�ence evoked by the v�r-
tual part�c�pat�on of people beyond the course part�c�pants 
�s the essences of “�nverse d�stance learn�ng.”

discussion
The �ncorporat�on of d�g�tal technolog�es �nto th�s geog-

raphy f�eld-course and the development of the �nverse 
d�stance atmosphere demonstrated a number of benef�ts 
d�rectly related to Fuller’s (et al. 2000) f�eldwork objec-
t�ves.

 1. The need to create a da�ly photo-journal web 
page helped focus students’ attent�on on what 
they were observ�ng and to th�nk about the best 
means for captur�ng the s�gn�f�cant features and 
processes of the landscape for the most effect�ve 
commun�cat�on v�a the web (F�g. 5).
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Figure 4. Students collaborat�ng on the da�ly course web 
page content.
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 2. The exper�ent�al learn�ng of students on the 
tr�p was enhanced by the exc�tement of shar�ng 
nearly real-t�me exper�ences w�th the commun�ty 
v�a the web. Also, v�rtual part�c�pants ga�ned a 
measure of f�eld-course exper�ence from the 
comfort of the�r own computer term�nals.

 3. Students ga�ned a measure of added respon-
s�b�l�ty for the�r own learn�ng by convey�ng 
educat�onal concepts �n a successful manner 
through an effect�ve and understandable 
representat�on on the course web page.

 4. Techn�cal and analyt�cal sk�lls were enhanced 
because students learned techn�ques of 
landscape documentat�on, d�g�tal photography, 
web page des�gn, and Internet transfer of data. 
In the twenty-f�rst century, these are �mportant 
sk�lls for geographers of any sub-d�sc�pl�ne.

 5. Systemat�c photo documentat�on of da�ly events, 
landscape features, and processes prov�ded 
‘real’ geography research to the students.

 6. The challenge to take dramat�c photos for the 
da�ly Web page helped students cal�brate an 
eye for exper�enc�ng and captur�ng the beauty 
of the natural world.

 7. The creat�on of a da�ly Web page requ�red 
development of personal sk�lls to work 
respons�bly together �n produc�ng a collaborat�ve 
f�eld course project.

 8. In a typ�cal f�eld-course sett�ng, the close 
and extended per�od of t�me spent together 
naturally results �n a deeper fam�l�ar�ty between 
part�c�pants w�thout the help of technolog�es.

However, the ab�l�ty of the course to be shared w�th the 
ent�re faculty, staff, and other students back �n the depart-
ment lessened many of the barr�ers between people that 
often encumber the college exper�ence for young adults. 
The unfold�ng adventure documented on the course web 
page resulted �n student part�c�pants becom�ng well-
known to many who may not have otherw�se had an 
opportun�ty to become acqua�nted.

Document�ng the f�eld-course nearly real-t�me v�a 
the Web page prov�ded a number of further benef�ts. 
Part�c�pat�ng students seemed to be more engaged w�th 
the course and w�th each other because they had to 
�ntegrate and organ�ze the exper�ence of each day �n the 
photo-journal. Many d�scuss�ons stemmed from dec�d�ng 
wh�ch �mages best summar�zed the �mportant events and 
lessons of the day. Students learned an added degree of 
collaborat�on and the �mportance of work�ng together to 
g�ve �nput �nto each da�ly page. Collaborat�ve dec�s�ons 
were made as to the most s�gn�f�cant events to �nclude �n 
the photo-journal culled from the dozens of �mages taken 
each day. “Packag�ng” the da�ly events onto the web s�te 
for the v�rtual commun�ty prov�ded an added sense of 
story, drama, and fun to the exper�ence. Events were cap-
tured �n words and p�ctures and shared wh�le the exc�te-
ment of the moment was fresh.

evAluAtion
It �s d�ff�cult to emp�r�cally determ�ne the degree to 

wh�ch the d�stance learn�ng technolog�es enhanced the 
educat�onal exper�ence of the course. S�nce the IDL tech-
n�ques were developed on the fly dur�ng the f�rst offer�ng 
of the course, there was no opportun�ty for pre and post 
IDL evaluat�on. Student �nstruct�onal rat�ng forms (wh�ch 
are mandated to be completed by the students at the end 
of every course) focused solely on assess�ng the course 
content and the teach�ng effect�veness of the �nstructors, 
but prov�ded l�ttle useful feedback on the �mportance or 
eff�cacy of the IDL aspects of the course. However, ex�t 
�nterv�ews and �nstructor self-assessment concluded that 
the outcome of the course was substant�ally augmented 
through the use of technology and the ab�l�ty to com-
mun�cate the course content v�a the Internet. The student 
�nterv�ews reflected that the enthus�asm of shar�ng the 
exper�ence of the course v�a the �nternet enhanced the r�ch-
ness and retent�on of what the students learned.

The author’s self-evaluat�on found that development of 
a nearly “l�ve” course Web page and the IDL that occurred 
from �t was a valuable pedagog�cal add�t�on to the course. 
The substant�al pos�t�ve outcome warranted the s�gn�f�-
cant efforts �nvolved �n �ncorporat�ng the technology �nto 
course organ�zat�on and operat�onal�zat�on. The techn�cal 
complex�ty of comp�l�ng and download�ng web pages 
every few days was reasonably manageable. Changes 
�n technology and affordab�l�ty of software �ncrease the 
ease of creat�ng Internet content �n the f�eld. Students are 
�ncreas�ngly more comfortable w�th chang�ng technolog�es 
that, �n many cases, are the veh�cle through wh�ch faculty 
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Figure 5. The emphas�s on d�g�tal photo-documentat�on of 
the course helped to focus the students’ attent�on on s�g-
n�f�cant phys�cal features and processes of the landscape.
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are exposed to �nnovat�ons that m�ght be �ncorporated 
w�th�n the�r curr�culum. Many t�mes the �nstructors asked 
the students how to techn�cally accompl�sh the �ntended 
tasks prov�d�ng the students further empowerment and 
ownersh�p of the ent�re exper�ence. The �nstructors con-
clude that the f�eld-course was substant�ally more suc-
cessful by �ncorporat�ng IDL than �f �t were not ut�l�zed. 
However, a more emp�r�cal means of assess�ng the cost 
and benef�t of IDL on a f�eld-course �s an area of much 
needed research. A more r�gorous system of evaluat�on 
for future courses would l�kely enta�l evaluat�on quest�ons 
spec�f�cally geared toward the value that the students 
placed on the IDL components—the benef�ts as well as the 
detract�ons. An onl�ne evaluat�on mechan�sm could also 
extend the feedback to the v�rtual part�c�pants. Ult�mately, 
the IDL model developed �n th�s paper represents an 
exper�mental draft. The concept �s certa�n to evolve and 
�mprove �n subsequent f�eld course offer�ngs.

the future…
Qu�te a b�t has changed s�nce the most recent course 

offer�ng. There have been many advances �n technology 
that fac�l�tate and s�mpl�fy the product�on of IDL mult�-
med�a content. Cheaper d�g�tal v�deo cameras and h�gher 
resolut�on d�g�tal cameras w�th longer lenses make better 
�magery ava�lable to a greater number of departments and 
students. H�gh performance laptops w�th greater storage 
capac�ty and h�gh-speed rap�d F�reW�re �nterfaces have 
greatly enhanced the ab�l�ty to ed�t and process d�g�tal 
v�deo �n the f�eld. Further, there �s now a small commer-
c�ally ava�lable GPS un�t that w�ll attach to a w�ndsh�eld, 
plug �nto a laptop, and d�splay a mov�ng veh�cle’s real-
t�me locat�on on an �ncluded software roadmap. F�nally, 
w�reless network�ng and the prol�ferat�on of “hotspots” 
�n a�rports and coffee shops have �ncreased the potent�al 
number of upload po�nts along the road fac�l�tat�ng a more 
t�mely update schedule.

The use of the �nternet also has evolved s�nce the last 
offer�ng of th�s course. Web Logs (blogs) and pod-casts 
have become w�dely ut�l�zed for document�ng po�nts of 
v�ew and fac�l�tat�ng mult�-med�a f�les for download. A 
s�m�lar course today would no doubt �ncorporate these 
and other advances to prov�de v�deo reports and aud�o 
journals for the v�rtual part�c�pant to have a more engag-
�ng connect�on to the f�eld tr�p and a deeper pedagog�cal 
exper�ence.

Iron�cally, as the technolog�es ava�lable for IDL to 
enhance f�eld geography have become better, eas�er, and 
cheaper, the poss�b�l�t�es for actual phys�cal f�eld tr�ps have 
become more d�ff�cult. A report �ssued by the Nat�onal 
Transportat�on Safety Board (2002) found that there �s a 
h�gher r�sk of veh�cle rollover assoc�ated w�th fully loaded 
15-passenger vans. The report prompted many un�vers�-
t�es (�nclud�ng the sponsor�ng un�vers�ty) to proh�b�t the 
use of these vans on un�vers�ty sponsored tr�ps or act�v�-
t�es. In add�t�on, recent state budget cuts have forced many 
un�vers�t�es to ra�se tu�t�on and fees, pr�c�ng already costly 
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enr�chment courses beyond the reach of students of mod-
est means. Concerns for l�ab�l�ty and �ncreased gasol�ne 
costs are further factors that have made the prospect of 
offer�ng f�eld courses more challeng�ng. Just as capab�l�t�es 
for Inverse D�stance Learn�ng are matur�ng to prov�de v�r-
tual part�c�pat�on, the f�eld course trad�t�on �n geography 
�s �n jeopardy of d�sappear�ng.

Nevertheless, the benef�ts of f�eld courses warrant efforts 
to cont�nue to offer them. The h�gh v�s�b�l�ty and novelty 
of an IDL enhanced f�eld course may help prov�de the 
added leverage needed to el�c�t stronger support from the 
host �nst�tut�ons.

In sp�te of the challenges �nvolved and �mped�ments to 
offer�ng f�eld courses, we conclude that these efforts to 
d�g�tally enhance a geography f�eld-course are more than 
worthwh�le due to the success of these p�lot stud�es �n 
engag�ng students and the w�der un�vers�ty commun�ty 
to more effect�vely evoke understand�ng of the natural 
world, wh�le foster�ng an �nterest �n travel and an att�tude 
of l�felong geograph�c learn�ng.
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