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From Classroom to the Field and Back: 
Understanding the Ways Fieldwork 

Empowers Geographic Learning 
Diganta Das 

National Institute of Education (Singapore)

Fieldwork is an integral part of learning 
Geography. Fieldwork has been widely 
used in both research and as pedagogic 
approaches as it provides a platform for 
students to understand their classroom 
content in a better way and help them to 
become real geographers. This article 
begins with understanding fieldwork in 
geography, touching its importance in 
contemporary human geography, and then 
describes the ways a one-day fieldwork 
was planned, prepared and performed in 
Singapore to understand human geography 
concepts. The fieldwork helped students 
experience concepts through everyday 
urban practices and apply geographic 
methods into practice. In the conclusion, 
students’ perspectives about what they 
learnt and the ways it complemented their 
classroom learning is discussed. 

Introduction 

Fieldwork is a means of collecting 
information and involves engagement with 
the outside world beyond the classroom 
(Phillips & Johns, 2012). As Cindi Katz 
(2009, p. 251) observed, fieldwork can be 
“a means towards examining the 
relationships between people and their 
environments”. Fieldwork in geography 
helps us document these experiences and 
their complex relationships. Fieldwork is 
an integral part of Geography with a long 
historical tradition in both geographic 
research and teaching. It not only provides 
an opportunity for the student to 

understand classroom content, it also helps 
in training students about conducting 
fieldwork, set-up equipment (especially for 
physical geography fieldwork), and learn 
the relevant skills of interviewing and 
interacting with people in real settings. 
Fieldwork contributes toward students’ 
personal development, social skills and 
ecological and political literacy (Job et al., 
1999). According to Phillips and Johns 
(2012), fieldwork differentiates the 
genuine geographer from the not so 
genuine one. Fieldwork has been seen as 
the bridge between theories and practical 
concepts (Kent et. al, 1997). 

The importance given to fieldwork in 
geography education has been influenced 
by many prominent geographers around 
the world. Carl Sauer (1956) argued that 
the fundamental training of the geographer 
should come from fieldwork. Sauer 
transformed the fieldwork tradition in 
American geography education (Phillips & 
Johns, 2012). Beyond North America, 
fieldwork has a very long tradition in the 
United Kingdom, pioneered by the Royal 
Geographical Society and very much 
integrated into the university and college 
level geography education system (Phillips 
& Johns, 2012). Beyond the western 
world, fieldwork has been incorporated 
into the geography education system, and 
is seen as a tool that encourages engaging, 
creative and independent learning 
processes (see Goh & Wong, 2000). In 
Southeast Asian contexts, Goh and Wong 
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(2000) said that learning geography 
without fieldwork would be seen as 
“deficient” (p 99).  

In Singapore, Chang (2012) has 
mentioned the importance of fieldwork 
and the ways it is conducted by teachers 
and researchers in contemporary 
geography education. Over time, the 
traditional ways of doing fieldwork in 
geography have changed significantly, 
with adoption of new and innovative 
methods and technologies. Further, it is 
important to note that at a time when 
Gillian Rose (1993) challenged the 
gendering of geographical fieldwork – 
often associated with able-bodied men, 
Goh and Wong (2000) noted that 
fieldwork in Singapore’s school have been 
organized by a high percentage of female 
geography teachers – within and outside of 
Singapore. Active learning through 
fieldwork in Geography has been given 
premium importance at the school level in 
Singapore with exciting opportunities for 
the investigation of both physical and 
human environments; the island nation 
provide geographers a dynamic outdoor 
learning lab. 

In order to take benefit of Singapore’s 
diversity and dynamism, a one-day 
fieldwork excursion was planned as part of 
a second year B.A. course on urban 
geography taught at National Institute of 
Education (Singapore). The idea of this 
fieldwork was to facilitate inquiry based 
learning (Seow, 2013) through linking 
urban concepts taught in classrooms to 
everyday urban practices outside the 
classroom (see De Certeau, 1984). 

From classroom to field 

The main purpose of organizing this 
fieldwork was to examine classroom 
learning of urban concepts and applying 
them to understand on-ground realities. In 

turn, it was expected that it will help 
students better understand the concepts. As 
Tricia Seow (2013, p. 3) said – “fieldwork 
is a good way to unpack concepts.” 
Beyond unpacking, fieldwork also 
provides opportunities to apply methods to 
collect data and check their validity in 
relation to the context and larger purpose. 

At the National Institute of Education, 
the Humanities and Social Studies 
Education (HSSE) Academic Group offers 
exciting geography courses in both content 
and pedagogy. During the middle of the 
fall semester of 2014, a one-day fieldwork 
experience was planned as part of a B.A 
second year urban geography course. This 
geography course, titled AAG 242: Urban 
Development & Change exposes students 
to several urban concepts in order to 
understand the contemporary and dynamic 
urban world. Among them, occupancy 
urbanism (Benjamin, 2008) liveability and 
urban informality were discussed, debated 
and very much appreciated in the class. 
Occupancy urbanism helps explain “the 
appropriation of surplus land by the poor 
groups in order to fuel small businesses 
whose commodities may jeopardize 
branded chains” (Benjamin, 2008, p. 719). 
Through occupancy urbanism, urban poor 
may assert territorial claims and practice 
everyday livelihood possibilities. 
Liveability is a concept that examines 
quality of life issues, such as the quality of 
physical environment, social well-being 
and economic prosperity. Aziz and Hadi 
(2007) defined a liveable city as “a vibrant 
and lively city where the communities 
enjoy congenial, pleasant and neighbourly 
multi-ethnic living environment, 
affordable, healthy and safe, with access to 
all the facilities they require and with a 
sense of belonging to the city” (p. 106). 
Urban informality is when modes of 
production are independent from formal 
frameworks of production. According to 
Bayat (2007) informality is the “habitus of 
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Conclusion 

The idea of this geography fieldwork 
was primarily to link classroom concepts 
to real-world experience and to learn from 
everyday urban practices. Students were 
able to use this fieldwork as a test-bed for 
observing concepts in the real world and 
analyze their applicability and complexity 
in relation to the Singapore context. 
Beyond understanding concepts in a real-
world environment, the fieldwork helped 
students learn about conducting fieldwork, 
working as a team, and applying 
geographical methods and related skills. 
As an instructor, this fieldwork also helped 
me better understand the ways local 
fieldwork (as part of ongoing coursework) 
could help students understand geographic 
concepts better and thereby enhance an 
overall inquiry based approach to learning. 
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Footnote/Endnote 

The	 corresponding	 map	 has	 been	
redrawn	 based	 on	 maps	 from	
onemap.sg	source. 
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