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Using Field Methods as an 
Instructional Tool 

Donald H. Wulff & Jody D. Nyquist 
University of Washington 

As instructional development specialists, we are frequently called upon 
to assist in course design and to recommend a variety of teaching strategies 
that instructors can use to achieve course objectives. Although most of us 
can readily suggest ways to work with methods such as lectures, textbooks, 
discussions, audio-visual materials and demonstrations, we tend to over­
look less familiar instructional tools that can be incorporated into the 
design of courses. One such instructional tool that has not received ade­
quate attention as a potential teaching strategy is the use of field methods 
that enable undergraduates to function as researchers while learning the 
content of a course. 

Traditionally, field study methodology has been used by such science 
disciplines as archaeology, biology, marine biology, forestry, geology, and 
others to enable students to observe, analyze, classify, and report natural­
ly occurring events in the environment. These long-term studies, not to be 
confused with the occasional "field trip," provide students with a rigorous 
experience in systematically applying a researcher's tools and/or practices 
to an object of study, whether it be taking part in archaeological digs, 
charting whale migrations from an oceanography vessel, or assessing the 
devastation caused by gypsy moths. In each case, undergraduates profit 
from discovering for themselves, through hands-on experience, the mean­
ing of concepts explicated in a particular course. Although field-based 
learning is often expensive because of the logistics involved, professors 
and students alike testify to the power of such learning processes. 
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In disciplines other than the sciences, similar field study methods have 
been used to observe, analyze, classify and report human behavior occur­
ring in natural environments. Typically, such methods are presented in 
graduate level, primarily qualitative research methodology courses, in dis­
ciplines including anthropology, business, sociology, psychology, educa­
tion, speech communication, social work, architecture, and others. These 
field study methods, however, can be and have been successfully incor­
porated into undergraduate classrooms as instructional strategies 
designed to involve students in mastering course content in various dis-
. r ctp.mes. 

Defining Field Methods as an Instructional Tool 

As the name suggests, field methods are used in situ, in the actual set­
tingin which a particular phenomenon of interest occurs. Philipsen (1982) 
suggests that the investigator who uses such methods "deliberately spends 
as much time as possible in the theater of observation" and "becomes per­
sonally involved with, or at least exposed to, the phenomena of interest" 
(p. 9). Although field researchers can use a variety of techniques to col­
lect data, common field methods include observing, interviewing, and col­
lecting documents in a specific environment. 

The use of field methods as an instructional strategy, then, entails get­
ting students into a setting where they can collect information about a par­
ticular component of the course curriculum by observing, interviewing, 
and/or examining written materials. Some variation of the method is used 
whenever we ask students to observe or conduct interviews outside a class­
room. However, when we think of the use of field methods as a learning 
tool as well as a research tool, we think of the student as a researcher who 
will learn in a setting outside the classroom, while simultaneously using 
the information garnered to contribute to the development of the course 
content in the classroom setting. 

Field methods are particularly potent in courses where students can 
observe human processes or interactions. For example, a psychology in­
structor who wants students to be able to identify sources of positive and 
negative influence on the development of self-concept may ask students 
to conduct interviews or observe children in a variety of contexts. An 
education instructor who wants future teachers to be able to describe how 
lessons plans are implemented in the classroom may ask students to ob­
serve and/or interview teachers. Finally, an instructor who wants students 
in an organizational communication class to be able to explain the 
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dynamics of superior/subordinate relationships may want students to ob­
serve superior/subordinate relationships in an organization. 

Although field methods might be incorporated in such courses in a 
variety of ways, it is sometimes difficult to imagine how a course that uses 
such methods might be structured. The following case, then, illustrates 
the use of field methods as a way of achieving important course objectives 
in a course taught by one of the authors of this article. 

Using Field Methods in a Speech Communication 
Course 

The use of field methods as an instructional tool is a strategy central 
to a speech communication course entitled "Communication in 
Children's Environments." The course, designed primarily for juniors and 
seniors who intend to work closely with children, focuses primarily on the 
development of communication in children 5-12 years of age. The general 
goal of the course is to help students understand how communication 
abilities develop in children and how communication competence in 
children can be facilitated. 

As the instructor began to plan her course to accomplish the general 
goal, she identified the specific outcomes she wanted her students to 
achieve during the course. As a result of her course, she wanted students 
to be able to: 
1. Describe what "kid society'' is like; 
2. Identify the reasons why children communicate in various contexts; 
3. Identify communication competencies needed by children in a variety 

of contexts; 
4. Explain cognitive and communication development and a functional 

perspective of communication competence; 
5. Compare and contrast a functional perspective of communication 

competence with the reality of "kid society''; 
6. Explain how to foster development of functional communication com­

petence in children; 
7. Describe ways to assess children's communication competence. 

In addition to identifying these very specific objectives for her course, 
the instructor also outlined some more global educational goals she hoped 
to accomplish through the design of her course. She hoped to make the 
course intellectually stimulating by involving the students in their own 
learning, by encouraging them to think about and challenge the content 
of the course, and by providing activities to assist them in developing and 
supporting their own conclusions. 
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With these objectives and goals in mind, the instructor began to deter­
mine appropriate instructional methods to assist students in mastering the 
content. Although she initially felt that much of the information could be 
relayed simply through reading, lecture and discussion, she wanted to in­
volve the students more directly in determining what "kid society" is like 
and what skills children need in order to communicate competently. In 
order to enable students to describe for themselves the society, the 
reasons why children communicate and the competencies needed, the in­
structor decided to have students observe in various contexts where 
children are communicating. Thus, to provide the information necessary 
for students to achieve the first three specific objectives of the course, the 
instructor incorporated data gathered in the form of students' field notes. 
In addition to providing "hands on" learning, then, this approach also em­
powered students to assist in creating content for the course. 

Once the instructor made the decision to usc field methods to ac­
complish the first three course objectives, she planned how to use other 
instructional methods in the course. She reasoned that although informa­
tion that students generated in the field would be an important part of the 
course, it could not provide all the information necessary to achieve the 
course objectives. She, therefore, decided to use the textbook and lecture­
discussion methods to provide students with essential information about 
children's cognitive and communication development and about the func­
tional perspective of communication competence. This information also 
provided frameworks for the field studies. Through these methods, she 
reasoned, students would be able to accomplish the fourth major objec­
tive of being able to explain cognitive and communicative development 
and a functional perspective of communication competence. 

Finally, the instructor decided to use interactive methods to enable 
students to compare and contrast the results of their observations with the 
frameworks presented in readings and lectures and to develop their own 
perspectives. She planned to have students present their own tentative 
hypotheses and conclusions in class and small group discussions. An im­
portant part of that process would be synthesizing the field data and com­
paring and contrasting it with the information presented in the text and 
lectures. In an effort to get students to balance their thinking with ideas 
generated in the course, the instructor decided to require students to work 
in groups to produce a paper that explained how communication com­
petence should be fostered and assessed. Thus, the total course design in­
cluded lecture, teacher-led discussions, small group activities, and written 
assignments, with a strong emphasis on field study. 

To enable students to perform as researchers, the instructor arranged 
to dedicate class time at the beginning of the quarter to a presentation by 
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a researcher experienced in field methods. The researcher explained to 
the students what it means to enter a natural setting in response to a ques­
tion and collect, classify and report data systematically. Part of the presen­
tation focused on taking field notes, including what to record, how to 
separate observations and inferences, and how to formulate tentative 
hypotheses. In addition, the researcher showed students how to analyze 
information from field notes by classifying it into categories and looking 
for themes within the categorized data. Finally, the researcher explained 
how students could present the results of their observations and support 
their findings with specific evidence from their field notes. 

To allow students to fulfill the field study component of the class, the 
instructor released students for one hour each week to observe elemen­
tary-age students in a variety of settings ranging from informal environ­
ments such as ice cream shops, swim team turnouts, Brownie and Boy 
Scout troop meetings, and various organized sports programs held at com­
munity centers to the more structured Sunday School and elementary 
classroom environments. The following set of questions guided students 
in their collection of data: 
1. How would you describe the "kid society"? 
2. For what purposes do children communicate? 
3. How do the children you are observing reflect what experts say are age­

appropriate communication behaviors? 
4. What are some instances in which children are informing others? 
5. What are some instances in which children are expressing their feel­

ings to their peers, siblings, other children or adults? 
6. What are some instances in which children are persuading others? 
7. What are some instances in which children are using imaginative or 

ritualized communication behavior? 
8. What are some instances in which you believe adults are communicat­

ing effectively with children? What is happening? What are the implica­
tions? 

At the beginning of each week, students brought their previous week's 
field notes to class and participated in a synthesizing teacher-led discus­
sion covering the assigned question. Often student contributors displayed 
a large set of qualitative data on the board and analyzed it collectively in 
an effort to find themes and patterns which would provide insights into 
children's communication development and competence. During this 
process the students generated tentative hypotheses and tested them 
against "expert explanation" derived from the textbook and lecture 
materials of the course, the data represented in the day's discussion, and 
their own additional data collection experience. The discussions, which 
were always lively, were based on rich data collected on real children 
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operating in natural environments; they included a comparison of expert 
knowledge and student-generated observations as the instructor in­
tended. Week by week students grew more confident in their ability to ob­
serve, analyze, classify and report data and to challenge textbook author 
and course instructor opinions and conclusions. In actuality; the class be­
came a giant research team of twenty-five members collaborating to find 
insights into the development of communication competence in children. 

In both the midterm exam and the fmal paper the instructor asked 
students to express their conclusions about children's communication 
development and competence derived from the field study discussion. 
Thus, the field study method employed in the class helped generate the 
course curriculum. 

Advantages of Using Field Methods as an 
Instructional Strategy 

In addition to helping the instructor achieve the most immediate 
course objectives, the use of field methods as a teaching-learning strategy 
also allowed the instructor to achieve some of the more general educa­
tional goals. First, the use of field methods provided moti\';ltion for the 
students to get more directly involved in their own learning. In its 1984 
Report, the Study Group on the Conditions of Excellence in American 
Higher Education recommended that one of the three critical conditions 
of excellence was student involvement and that "Faculty should make 
greater use of active modes of teaching and require that students take 
greater responsibility for their learning" (p. 27). These sentiments have 
been echoed by practitioners who have in their classrooms successfully 
incorporated methods that eliminate student passivity (Kraft, 1985; 
Phoenix, 1987). Furthermore, Meyers {1986) suggests that to develop 
motivation, "students must actively struggle with real problems and is­
sues" (pp. 8-9). The use of field methods in the communication course ac­
tually allowed students to be engaged in the real issues of developing 
communication competence in children. Instead of being passive recep­
tacles for knowledge dispensed in the classroom, the students were re­
searchers involved not only in the field where they collected data, but also 
in the classroom where they sorted, classified, and synthesized informa­
tion they obtained in the field. They learned to compare and contrast the 
content from the field with that they were exposed to through textbook 
authors and instructor explanations in the classroom. In many instances, 
the learning was a collaborative process in which students worked 
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together to understand communication competence in children more 
fully. 

A second advantage was that the instructor got the students to think 
critically about communication competence in children. In his book on 
teaching students to think critically, Meyers (1986) suggests that instruc­
tors should provide opportunities for students to practice critical think­
ing skills and attitudes in specific disciplines; in the case of the 
communication course students had opportunities to think like com­
munication scholars who want to foster communication competence in 
children. As students gathered data from the field, analyzed it, and 
brought their tentative hypotheses to class each week, they were able to 
interpret their findings in terms of frameworks presented in class and to 
ask questions and seek answers to the larger question of how one fosters 
and assesses communication competence in children. Also, using basic 
field methods provided students with a way of thinking about the research 
process in the discipline of speech communication, including collecting 
and analyzing data, testing and validating hypotheses, and presenting 
results. 

A third advantage that the instructor obtained in using field methods 
was increased consistency between what was discussed in the classroom 
and what happens in the real world. In the 1987 American Educational 
Research Association Presidential Address arguing that schooling is be­
coming isolated from what exists in the world outside the school, Resnick 
(1987) contends that school learning often focuses on symbols detached 
from their referents in "any meaningful context" (p. 15). As a result, stu­
dents frequently study information that does not generalize to the world 
outside the classroom. In the communication course, students may have 
read the textbook, listened to the instructor, or even tried to cite examples 
that they could remember from their own childhood experiences; yet, the 
i~formation may not have been representative of the issues and problems 
of the real world. However, when these students collected data in natural 
settings, they obtained a much richer sense of the phenomena; and 
through their discussions of their findings in class, they could be more con­
fident that their decisions regarding fostering and assessing communica­
tion competence would translate to the actual needs of the "kid society." 
In the communication course, then, learning was enhanced, as Drake 
(1983) suggests, by "stressing relationships between classrooms and the 
world 'out there"' (p. 271). 

Although the use of field methods allowed the communication in­
structor to achieve these general educational goals as well as her specific 
course objectives, she did not incorporate such methods without careful 
consideration of the role they would play in the overall course design. Be-



94 To Improve the Academy 

cause the use of field methods as a learning-teaching tool is an atypical 
instructional strategy, instructors need to plan carefully for the use of such 
methods. In some cases, extensive use of field methods as a teaching tool 
in a specific course may require restructuring the entire course with great 
variation from more traditional methods that center on the teacher or the 
textbook. Minimally, use of the methods requires training students in field 
study research methods. The following discussion, then, identifies some 
of the major guidelines to be considered in assisting instructors in their 
use of field methods as an instructional tool. 

Guidelines 

Objectives 
It is important to have instructors, first of all, identify the major learn­

ing outcomes desired for a course and then determine if students will 
benefit sufficiently from the time spent in traveling to the field, collecting 
data, and conducting analyses. If a major objective of a course is to have 
students master a body of content that has already been clearly defined 
by the instructor or a textbook, then field methods may not be appropriate. 
If, however, major goals for a course include having students compare and 
contrast information from different sources or learn to analyze, synthesize 
and categorize, then instructors might be encouraged to consider ways 
that field methods could be incorporated into their classrooms. It is also 
important to have instructors consider the benefits that can be derived 
from the use of field methods in terms of increased student interest and 
motivation, content relevance, and development of critical thinking skills. 

Course Content 
Although field methods can be useful for contributing content that 

can enrich a course and make it more interesting for students, such 
methods probably cannot provide the only source of information for an 
undergraduate course. If students are to learn to think as researchers who 
gather data to answer their questions and solve their problems, they must 
also learn to interpret that data in terms of previous information, espe­
cially research and theory, that has focused on the phenomena of inter­
est. Meyers (1986) points out that, especially for critical thinking to take 
place, "a teacher must present some explicit perspective or framework for 
disciplinary analysis- a structure for making sense of the materials, issues, 
and methodologies ofthe discipline being taught" (p. 6). This kind of con-
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tent must be presented, then, either through the textbook or through the 
information that the instructor provides for the course. 

Other Instructional Strategies 
Although field methods can accomplish a variety of instructional olr 

jectives, they cannot, by themselves, provide the only tools for mastering 
course content. They will probably have to be integrated with reading as­
signments, lectures, and interactive modes such as teacher-led and small­
group discussion. Particularly when such methods are being used to 
accomplish critical thinking objectives, they require that students have 
ample opportunity to summarize, test, express and support their con­
clusions. Thus, most often, such methods also have to be complemented 
with oral and written interactive modes. 

Logistics 
The biggest logistical problem in using field methods as a way of help­

ing students learn is one of matching students with appropriate field set­
tings. Depending on the level of a college group, an instructor may be able 
to make the assignments and let students decide on their own about issues 
of entry and access. However, if students need assistance finding and ar­
ranging to visit appropriate field sites, the process can be challenging, par­
ticularly if the instructor is new to the area or teaching the course for the 
first time. Additionally, once students have been matched with ap­
propriate settings, they still need information on policies and guidelines 
for obtaining permission to conduct studies in particular field settings. 
Traveling to and from a field site, observing, and interviewing also take 
time. Consequently, instructors should be cautioned to balance the 
amount of class time they require of students with the perceived value of 
the exercise. They may even want to structure their course so that students 
are given some portion of the regularly scheduled class time each week to 
work in the field as students were in the case study. 

Methodology 

Many undergraduates will not have been exposed to field methods. 
Even though some students may have conducted interviews or more for­
mal observations, most students will not have treated such methods as sys­
tematic ways of collecting and analy-.ling data and reaching conclusions. 
Therefore, instructors will want to schedule time at the beginning of the 
course or before a specific exercise to talk very basically to the students 
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about such topics as determining a research question, gaining access to 
the field as a participant or nonparticipant observer, taking field notes 
during interviews and observations, collecting documents, moving from 
field notes to tentative hypotheses, analyzing the data, and reporting the 
results of their work. As they prepare students, however, instructors may 
also want to enlist the services of a guest speaker, perhaps someone else 
in the department, who specializes in such methodology. At the end of 
this article is a list of additional sources that describe approaches to field 
methods. 

Regardless of who provides the background about the use of field 
methods, for undergraduates, it must be presented at the most basic and 
concrete levels. Since it does take time to prepare students and get them 
organized for the logistics of field study, instructors should be encouraged 
to consider carefully whether they want to use field methods as an instruc­
tional tool for one or two projects during their courses or as an ongoing 
learning process throughout the term. Typically, undergraduate com­
petence in research methodology need not match that of graduate student 
levels, since the aim is to provide an active learning process- not to pub­
lish a research report. Students do need, however, the basic tools that will 
permit them to gather their data systematically and analyze it to the ex­
tent that they can discuss with the instructor and other students those rep­
resentations of data that appear to contradict theory or expected 
outcomes. 

Student Roles 
For the most part, students will have had very little experience in the 

researcher role. Furthermore, they may typically come to a class expect­
ing the instructor to be the major source ofinformation for the subject. 
Consequently, instructors will need to spend time discussing with students 
not only the appropriate protocol for getting into and working in the field 
as researchers, but also developing ideas and contributing to class as a 
result of their research. Students may need to understand that a major 
part of the content for a particular assignment or course is based on the 
data they generate in the field and that much of the comparison, contrast, 
and discussion in the class will rely on tentative hypotheses and con­
clusions that they generate from their analyses of field notes. 

Teacher Role 
When instructors use field methods as an instructional method, they 

should be prepared to assume a variety of roles, including content expert, 
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field methods practitioner, individual consultant, and facilitator. As con­
tent expert, the instructor will be responsible for providing the content to 
which students may compare and contrast the data they generate in the 
field. In the role of field methods practitioner, instructors may have to as­
sist students in deciding how to obtain data in a particular context or how 
to categorize and synthesize their data as a class. Instructors may assume 
a consultant role as they work with individual students who have particular 
problems analyzing their data or who have generated particularly inter­
esting or puzzling insights about the phenomenon being studied. Finally, 
as facilitators, instructors will have to provide ongoing summary, analysis 
and synthesis to help the students tie the information generated in the field 
to the important instructional objectives of the course. 

Summary 

Although the use of field methods as an instructional tool may require 
major rethinking and restructuring of the traditional ways that some cour­
ses have been taught, the value of such methods cannot be disputed. Field 
methods provide one of the few instructional tools that can help faculty 
achieve their specific course goals as well as involve students, increase 
their interest, get them to think critically, and make sure their learning is 
relevant to what actually happens in the real world. As faculty developers 
we can play important roles not only in helping faculty recognize the pos­
sibilities of such methods,.but also in helping them address the special 
considerations for incorporating such methods in their teaching. 
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