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Abstract

Virtual Field Guides are a way for educators to tackle the growing issue of funding
pressures in areas of higher education, such as geography. Virtual Field Guides are
however underutilised and can offer students a different way of learning. Virtual Field
Guides have many benefits to students, such as being more inclusive, building
student skills and confidence in a controlled environment pre fieldtrip and can
increase engagement in the topic studied. There are also benefits to the educator,
such as reduced cost, more efficient students on fieldwork tasks and the ability to
tailor and update their field guides to suit their needs. However there are drawbacks
in the challenge of creation and their outcome as educational standalone tools. This
paper reviews the literature around the benefits and draw backs to the creation and
incorporation of virtual field guides in geoscience education.
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Changing nature of fieldwork
Fieldwork in Geoscience today has changed and developed due to the increase in tech-

nology and the need to keep up with the rapid pace of modern day life (Fuller, 2012).

However, the pedagogical element of field courses has changed also, with a shift

towards smaller numbers of students in groups investigating smaller scale problems

that they can tackle (Simm & David, 2002). While fieldwork is undoubtedly important,

it does not make an effective teaching and learning method in its own right (Lonergran

& Andres, 1988). As detailed by Lonergran and Andres (1988), taking students into

the field does not guarantee an enhanced learning experience. For this to occur, it must

align to the curriculum of the course (Andrews, Kneale, Sougnez, Stewart, & Stott,

2003). This provides the students with the opportunity to transfer learning from ele-

ments in the classroom to real world scenarios and helps develop their future under-

standings of topics to come (Biggs, 2003). There should be an emphasis placed on the

preparation of debriefing students, both pre and post fieldtrip, to continually assess the

effectiveness of students understanding of the link between the course materials and the

fieldtrip (Kent, Gilbertson, & Hunt, 1997). Students who carry out geoscience fieldwork

indicate a ‘geographical reality’ while expressing more social benefits such as feelings of

belonging to a group and increasing their interactions with peers and tutors (Fuller,

Edmondson, France, Higgitt, & Ratinen, 2006; Marvelf, Simm, Schaaf, & Harpe, 2013).
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This geographical reality increases further when students partake in local based research.

Studies by Rawlings (1981) and Garver (1992), have shown that during locally based

studies, students have a better connection and understanding to their immediate environs.

Due to this connection they tend to be more engaged and have a deeper understanding

and appreciation for the need for fieldwork, while gaining an appreciation of the objective

of the course compared to fieldwork carried out in a more distant and un-relatable

landscape (McElroy, 1981; Slater, 1993; De Paor & Whitmeyer, 2009; Israel, 2012).

Fieldwork today
Fieldwork and the fundamental pedagogic approaches have changed along with the dif-

ferent type of delivery of the courses (De Paor & Whitmeyer, 2009). Today there has

been a move away from the Cook’s tour model of fieldwork towards a more inclusive,

diverse, and holistic approach to learning in the field, aided by new technologies

(McCaffrey, Jones, Holdsworth, Wilson, Clegg, et al., 2005).

With the introduction of low cost airlines in the early 2000’s (Calder, 2003), ticket

prices plummeted and locations for fieldwork became more accessible and more within

budget (Fuller et al., 2006). For the first time university students now had the

opportunity for fieldwork abroad that was not present before (Israel, 2012). With the

introduction of the internet, ICT systems (ICT systems which include hardware,

software and the people who use them) (Bowman et al., 2005) and more recently mo-

bile technologies, the landscape of teaching in fieldwork has dramatically changed

(Fuller & France, 2014). It has been over 30 years since Gardiner and Unwin (1986),

first used computer based technology in fieldwork to analyse results collected, which is

a standard practice today. Now many students’ possess mobile technologies which al-

lows them to access data pre, post and during a fieldtrip (Welsh, Mauchline, Park,

Whalley, & France, 2013). Such data and information is far in excess of the data stu-

dents would have had access to in the early days of Cook’s Tour fieldtrips (Medzini,

Meishar-Tal, & Sneh, 2015). With the rapid expansion and development of new afford-

able technologies and ICT in fieldwork, has enabled students and tutors to become

more efficient in the field (Martin & Ertzberger, 2013). Technology such as mobile ap-

plications and handheld data collection devices e.g. tablet and handheld GPS have

speeded up the data collection process (Wentzel, 2005). This means that fieldtrips can

incorporate more learning objectives per trip than ever before (Welsh & France, 2012).

Mobile technologies have also allowed a different form of teaching to occur on field-

trips through the use of collaborative data collection, off campus learning and student

guidance via social media (Chen & Huang, 2012).

Despite all of this new technology and its incorporation into today’s fieldtrips, there

is still an intrinsic pedagogical need for physical field trips. Nevertheless there has been

a continued decline in the number of fieldtrips taken in the UK due to a number of

reasons (Leydon & Turner, 2013). Firstly, there has been a rapid increase in higher edu-

cation student numbers in the UK (UK GOV, 2016) and Geoscience subjects continue

to rise to record levels (Royal Geographical Association, 2016). This has placed enor-

mous amounts of financial pressures on faculties along with staff time commitments to

complete fieldwork (Welsh & France, 2012). Such pressures have created a dilemma

where some institutions are opting to pay for compulsory fieldwork, while offering

many alternative or extra fieldwork at the cost of the student (Fletcher & Dodds, 2004).
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This raises equitable concerns and places burdens on students who cannot financially

afford such extracurricular activities (Fuller, Gaskin, & Scott, 2003). Students at an

unfair disadvantage are also brought to light through the need for fieldtrips to be

inclusive of disabilities and differing needs of students and genders (Rose, 1993; Hall,

Healey, & Harrison, 2004). Technological advancements as mentioned previously have

negated some of the need to leave the confines of the classroom, mainly through the

introduction of GIS and video imagery (Fuller & France, 2014). Due to this, alternatives

are being sought to fieldwork such as the introduction of the virtual field trip.

What is a virtual field guide?
The development of the internet and tools available such as mobile technologies for

students to access information, has rapidly increased in the previous decade (Kaplan &

Haenlein, 2010). Now more than ever is there a notion of collaborative rich data sets

created online in communities from amateurs to professionals, for which both educa-

tors and students, can access to enhance their learning environments (Litherland &

Stott, 2012). Although, there is little argument in literature to deny the benefits of

fieldwork, it does come with its challenges.

Virtual Field Guides (VFG), Virtual Field Trips or Virtual Fieldwork are terms used

interchangeably throughout literature yet they are contested concepts with varying defi-

nitions (Litherland & Stott, 2012). Virtual Field Trips in essence try to capture the real

world environment of a specific location or region through a collection of data, photo-

graphs, cartography and other technologies such as GIS, without the cost of physically

being there (Carmichael & Tscholl, 2011). As argued by Stainfield, Fisher, Ford, and

Solem (2000), the best examples of Virtual Field Trips are the ones which incorporates

both old and new methods, yet allow participation and exploration of the environment

and for students to develop the skills associated with those methods. E-learning, which

is defined as “electronically mediated asynchronous and synchronous communication

for the purpose of constructing and confirming knowledge” (Garrison, 2011, p. 2) have

shown to increase learning through active participation rather than passive (Fletcher,

France, Moore, & Robinson, 2007). This model of learning is a key concept behind the

educational benefits of using virtual field guides/trips in higher education teachings. It

encourages the use of participation and engagement with the virtual environment with

peers and tutors.

The aim of the Virtual Field Trip at present, has not been to replace the traditional

fieldtrip but to introduce students to the fundamental skills needed to understand their

environment before going on the ‘real’ fieldtrip (Gilmour, 1997). Due to the lack of

“virtual” such as being immersed in a 3D augmented reality, the term Virtual Field

Guide (VGF) will be used from here on, instead of virtual field trip.

VFG’s are often a repository of various data, yet what makes them more than just

this, is often an element of educator led discussion situated within a framework of tasks

to be completed (Stott, Litherland, Carmichael, & Nuttall, 2014). Some VFG’s try to

create an opportunity of travel for the students without ever leaving the confines of the

classroom. For example Jacobson, Militello, and Baveye (2009), created a VFG were the

course was broken down into days and stops with specific tasks to be completed at

each one, much like a real fieldtrip. Older VFG’s are more simplistic by just making
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available data such as photographs, maps or videos with tutor led commentary for

students to get a feel for the environment (Baggott la Velle, 2005).

Spatial scale is of vital importance for geoscience disciplines and must be taken into

account when considering VFGs (Jones, McCaffrey, Clegg, Wilson, Holliman, et al.,

2009). The scale of virtual field guides often differ depending on their purpose and

their aims (Ramasundaram, Grunwald, Mangeot, Comerford, & Bliss, 2005). Spatial

scale in VFGs can be small scale providing large overviews of topographical data such

as mountain ranges (Stott, Nuttall, & McCloskey, 2009; Eusden, Duvall, & Bryant,

2012) and national parks (McMorrow, 2005). Small spatial scale VFG’s can provide a

student with a deeper understanding and situational awareness of the topic or location

that they are studying (Jacobson et al., 2009). Often students do not maximise their

time on fieldwork due to lacking the bigger conceptual picture (Falk, Martin, & Balling,

1978). Providing a large overview of a field location helps a student to formulate ideas

and apply knowledge to how that field site sits within the wider world. Small scale

VFGs however lack finer details, for example in the VFG designed by Arrowsmith,

Counihan, and McGreevy (2005) students anecdotally mentioned that they

misinterpreted the distances between sites and that steepness of gradients were vastly

under estimated.

Larger spatial scale virtual field guides provide the opposite in the sense that they are

highly detailed and can vary from meters of a walking path, to a smaller section of cliff

face (Pringle, Westerman, & Gardiner, 2004). Larger scale VFGs are more practical as

they replicate what would be seen if a student were to visit in reality (Jones et al.,

2009). Details are more visible at this scale, with individual rocks and trees shown in

high detail which allow students to explore and research in depth. At this scale it

further facilitates students’ skill development by practicing skills here that they may use

on real field work which would be difficult with a smaller spatial scale VFG. However,

larger scale VFGs are large in terms of data size due to their high detail and so when

creating a VFG there must be a trade-off of scale and detail (Arrowsmith et al., 2005).

One issue with VFGS is their lack of standardisation. While there is no agreed spatial

scale for VFGs due to their varying purpose and nature as commented on by

Arrowsmith et al. (2005) multilayers of VFG scale that are all linked to each other

provide the best learning experience for students. In their study they had a three scale

approach that incorporated small to large spatial scales. The first VFG was a small scale

overview of an entire park, the second was a larger spatial scale of the area that they

would conduct most of their fieldwork and finally a large spatial scale that was a site

specific VFG was developed with a geospatial link between all three ‘nested’ models.

Benefits of virtual field guides
Stainfield et al. (2000), stated that VFG in terms of material for actual fieldtrips have

many benefits over traditional handbooks such as;

� Much easier to update VFG’s year on year and with last minute changes

� Active links to different sources of all kinds from websites to videos

� No real size or capacity limits

� Cannot be physically lost on the field course

� Portable, especially on today’s mobile technology
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One of the main benefits and reasons for the drive behind the creation and

implementation of VFG’s is their cost to outcome ratio. VFG’s are significantly cheaper

to develop and implement in a course than it is to take an actual physical fieldtrip

(Jacobson et al., 2009). Today’s higher education system is being squeezed for funding

while resources such as staff time are being stretched. In addition, due to external pres-

sures placed on faculties and staff time such as the Research Excellence Framework

(REF), it is becoming harder to justify fieldtrips in faculty budgets, or at least to justify

the number of fieldtrips taken per academic year (Krakowka, 2012). Therefore VFG’s

provide a potential alternative.

Development of student skills and efficiency in the field

Due to limited resources and time when on ‘real’ fieldwork, academic staff want to

spend as much time as possible getting the most out of their environment for the stu-

dents (Stoddard, 2009). VFGs therefore, permit introductory information about the

field site to be learnt by the students before going to visit it for real (Spicer & Stratford,

2001; Kingston, Eastwood, Jones, Johnson, Marshall, et al., 2012; Litherland & Stott,

2012). As identified by Tuthill and Klemm (2002), combining VFGs with ‘real’ field

work provides the students with prior knowledge of the site, what data they are tasked

to collect, and how to analyse it and or have designed and developed their own projects

before visiting the field site for real. VFGs not only include all students but they also

allow them to develop their skills and enhance their confidence in implementing such

skills, in a real world environment. Such confidence that can be developed before a real

fieldtrip means a better quality learning and data collection process for the student

which further enhances the benefits of real fieldwork (Killerman, 1996; Warburton &

Higgitt, 1997; Bellan & Scheurman, 1998; Rozell & Garner, 2000). VFGs ‘supportive

simulacra’ allow an environment, to in essence, scaffold students in building their own

understanding of the tasks set both pre and post real field visit by incorporating their

own and secondary data. This is arguably the key area in which VFGs can be used as

online learning tools in geosciences education (Litherland & Stott, 2012).

Dykes (2000) evidenced a greater understanding and depth of knowledge in students

via this dual approach and has encouraged the introduction of peer review and collab-

oration. Therefore when the students arrive at the field site they can get down to devel-

oping those skills in the field straight away, maximising their time for which Kent et al.

(1997) stated makes successful graduates from the completion of real fieldwork.

Spicer and Stratford (2001) investigated how biology students felt about the use of a

virtual field trip in relation to tide pools. Of their study, 80% of students showed a

highly positive attitude towards the educational value of this VFG. Many students

stated that the benefits of exploring an area before actually visiting, increased their

confidence by being able to explore, make mistakes and allows them to use the

materials and prior knowledge gained for their own virtual field note books to compare

when in the field.

Inclusivity and student engagement

Although the cost element of fieldwork is more a faculty or departmental burden to

deal with, students and specifically student engagement and inclusivity is a real issue
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that can be addressed by VFG’s. Today’s higher education environment allows and

accommodates all different types of disabilities in students from the physically disabled

to mental health issues (Seale, 2013). This inclusivity however is challenged when it

comes to real fieldwork opportunities, especially in geoscience disciplines (Hall, Healey,

& Harrison, 2002). Geoscience disciplines often have a low number of disabled students

due to the emphasis placed on undergraduate fieldwork and research. Fieldwork can

prove to be a barrier for certain students due to the inaccessible nature of some field

sites. There may also be a reluctance from organisers due to increased insurance costs

(Atchison & Feig, 2011). This leaves a student either being left out of that particular

part of the trip or being advised not to attend at all (Hall et al., 2002). VFGs therefore

eliminate the need for this inadvertent discrimination by reducing the need for physical

travel. VFG’s are incredibly accessible for students of all types and all abilities (Klemm

& Tuthill, 2003).

Cost and other issues

VFGs can potentially eliminate some of the issues that physical field trips can create.

Traditional fieldtrips and principally those of an international nature have a number of

disadvantages. The cost often means that not every student can afford to participate

(many faculties ask students to fund at least part of the trip, with many now being

optional) (Stokes, Collins, Maskall, Lea, Lunt, et al., 2012). There may be gendered

issues, cultural and language barriers, logistical issues, security issues and problem in

creating accurate risk assessments without prior visits by staff (Ternan, Charlkley, &

Elmes, 1999). There are also issues around privileged, educated, and relatively affluent

university students going to view and study underprivileged groups or locations in

poorer societies, often without their consent (Robinson, 1998).

Seasonal change replication

One of the few negatives of physical fieldwork is that the location is only visited first

hand at that specific time and date. While for some locations and purposes of fieldwork

sites this is not an issue, for others the landscape dramatically changes depending on

the seasons. For example the flora and fauna differ depending on summer or winter

seasons (Forman, 2014). Many other locations and the processes that govern that

landscape change depending on the seasons. The benefit of VFGs and the quick and

easy options to update the field guides, allows a student to visit these sites in all of

those different seasons, vastly reducing the cost of travel and in some cases mitigating

against extreme weather (Tuthill & Klemm, 2002).

Drawbacks of virtual field guides
Some argue that VFGs cannot, and will not, replace the tried and tested method of real

fieldwork (Arrowsmith et al., 2005). In contrast to the benefits of VFGs as stated by

Spicer and Stratford (2001), when students were asked if they learnt more from an

VFG and if a VFG should replace the traditional fieldtrip, they showed a significant

disagreement to those statements (P < 0.001). They stated that although the VFG was

useful it did not compare to the actual experience of a field trip. This was a similar

notion discovered by Arrowsmith et al. (2005), whose students stated that VFGs do not
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provide the same experience or chance for students to develop the skills most

developed on real world field trips such as team work and communication. ‘Real’

fieldwork exposes students to different environments by taking them out of their

comfort zone, giving hands on practical experience which despite increasing technology

such as augmented reality, as of yet, cannot replace this physically (Stainfield et al.,

2000). Students on fieldwork often take away the experience of team work, bonding

with fellow classmates and tutors, as one of the most successful parts of a fieldtrip

(Dunphy & Spellman, 2009). The difficulty that VFGs have in replacing traditional

fieldwork is the intrinsic nature of fieldwork which is to get out and explore the world

around them (Bellan & Scheurman, 1998). While VFGs do allow for the exploration of

sites, through data, maps and digital technologies they are not the same as visiting first

hand (Hurst, 1998).

Challenges of creation

When completing VFGs, students can sometimes get disoriented within the virtual

world and this hinders their ability to learn effectively (Stainfield et al., 2000; Spicer &

Stratford, 2001; Baggott la Velle, 2005; Garner & Gallo, 2005). Although VFGs are

relatively cheap compared to actual field trips, they are not a simple task to create

(Bertol & Foell, 1997). VFGs require technical expertise to create and make engaging,

in a way that is beneficial to students (Ramasundaram et al., 2005). As outlined by Stott

et al. (2009), the creation of VFGs can be challenging for tutors due to time pressures.

Although an academic can retain complete control over the creation and updating of a

VFG, limitations include time pressures from teaching and research. An academic is

often unfamiliar with the software and requires extensive training which further

increases the time spent on development. The creation of a VFG is stated to take

approximately 50 h (Stott et al., 2009), which is similar to the completion time of an

academic paper (Stott, Nuttall, Eden, Smith, & Maxwell, 2008). Even when a dedicated

technician is employed to look after the development of a VFG, Stott et al. (2009)

voiced the frustration of having to wait for sites to be updated and issues arise when

such technicians leave their post.

Limitations of technology

VFGs have been limited by technology and have struggled to expand due to a lack of

computing power and memory, a real problem which often occurs when conducting a

VFG with large class sizes (France, Whalley, Mauchline, Powell, Welsh, et al., 2016).

Due to this, the issue of scale vs detail is one that the creator must finely balance with

regards to the objectives of the VFG and computing power that is available. Often

VFGs are currently web based and often accessed through module pages on a

University system. While this increases the portability and accessibility nature of VFGs

it further limits their detail. VFGs have often struggled to become virtual in the sense

that the technology for immersion was lacking and often required cumbersome body

suits to place the user in the computer generated field (Jacobson et al., 2009). Currently

it is impractical and costly to suit students up in motion capture technology to

physically walk in the virtual environment and there is yet to be a completely affordable

technology that allows for a student to be fully immersed in this virtual world. So while
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VFGs are very interactive and can be highly detailed, the student still sees that

environment via a computer screen which limits its virtual aspect and thus its

comparison to a real field trip. A summary table of the benefits and drawbacks to VFGs

can be found in Table 1.

Integration of future technology in future fieldwork and virtual fieldwork
Traditional and virtual field trips have the potential to be greatly enhanced by the rapid

introduction of new and affordable technologies (Brown & Green, 2016). Such new

technologies will further enrich the fieldwork environment and increases the efficiency

of skill development (Whalley, France, Park, Mauchline, Powell, et al., 2015). Such new

technologies are beginning to change the game of fieldwork again. As seen by the

changing nature of fieldwork since the traditional Cook’s Tour methods in the 1960’s, it

can be argued that in today’s digital and technological age, fieldwork may well be

entering a new phase of development (Wall & Speake, 2012).

Technology is rapidly improving in both usability and affordability (King, 2011).

Mobile technologies have been demonstrated to good effect in fieldwork through the

use of podcasting, digital videos, remote sensing from tablets, geo-tagging and

annotations (Jarvis & Dickie, 2010; Fearnley & Bunting, 2011; Welsh & France, 2012).

Fieldwork is starting to move beyond the traditonal methods of data collection in both

the physical and human aspects of geoscience (Medzini et al., 2015). One such example

of this is the long established method of recording observations through field sketches

and field note books. These items are still important for today’s students. Field sketches

and note books allow students to analyse different aspects of the world around them by

recording the scene, for which they can refer to such notes post fieldtrip (Kneale,

2014). Recording observations has often been completed on a physical paper note pad

with a pencil, however times are changing. Technology such as digital cameras and

mobile technologies such as portable smartphones and tablet computers, have given

the traditonal field notebook a new look. Now, there is no need for a fieldsketch,

instead a student can take a picture and annotate, draw and even include audio and

video snippets, onto a single photograph (France et al., 2016). This enhances the

learning for the student while making the whole process more efficient so that more

Table 1 Benefits and drawbacks to virtual field guides

Benefits of virtual field guides Drawbacks of virtual field guides

❖ Relatively cheap to create ❖ Can be difficult to create and requires a level of
technological competence

❖ Easy to update, adapt and change ❖ Lacks virtual in the true sense of immersion in
the digital environment

❖ No real limitations on size or scope ❖ Still hindered by lack of technology i.e.
computing power/virtual reality

❖ Helps develop skills for students before going
on real fieldwork

❖ Students can get lost and disorientated in the
virtual world

❖ Provide inclusivity benefits to disabled and
disadvantaged students

❖ Can replicate seasonal change of a landscape

❖ Allows a student to revisit over and over again
unlike a one of real field trip

❖ Allows students to develop skills in a controlled
environment
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sites can be studied within the time frame of the field trip (Fuller & France, 2014). This

method is particularly useful for VFGs as digital field note books can be created within

the VFG and then used and added to when on real fieldwork through for example,

tablet computers.

There are not only benefits to physical geoscience with technology, but also the

human side of the dicipline to. Questionnaire design, collection and analysis is a staple

practice of any geoscience undergraudate degree (McGuirk & O'Neill, 2005). This can

now be succesfully completed online, negating the need for a student to physically

complete the questionnaire and further reduces any cost of creating the materials

(Clifford, Cope, French, & Gillespie, 2016). With the advent of computer conference

calls, such as Skype, students can now conduct interviews with anyone, anywhere in

the world, increasing their scope for research and understanding (Deakin & Wakefield,

2013). Software advancements and development have aided students and tutors pre

and post fieldwork. One of the biggest advancements in software has been the creation

of Google Earth. Google Earth is a web based simulation of the Earth, composing of

satellite images and aerial photogrammetry which allow the student to explore specific

sites in high detail over a period of time (Google Earth, 2016). Google Earth has contin-

ued to develop and be improved, and is now a key element of most virtual field trips

(De Paor & Whitmeyer, 2011; Fearnley & Bunting, 2011; Krakowka, 2012; Kingston et

al., 2012; Whitmeyer, 2012). There has been an abundance of new educational

applications and software for students to use on both the desktop computer and their

mobile devices. From the technical such as ArcMap and GIS software, to more basic

online tools such as Digimap and Ordinance Survey maps (Spronken-Smith, McLean,

Smith, Bond, Jenkins, et al., 2016).

Future implications of virtual reality for VFGs
Such advancements and usability will increase the effectiveness of VFGs and we will see the

virtual field guides moving closer in alignment to traditional field trips. This narrowing gap

between the real and the virtual world will increase when technology for moving around a

virtual environment becomes more main stream in the next few years. Virtual reality is one

way in which this gap is narrowing. Virtual reality is a digital or computer generated re-

creation of the real world, often created by complex software to give a computer generated

3 dimensional view of that location (Lindsay, 2015). Virtual reality has seen many forms and

is most noted in education for the application second life, for which some educators have

tried to develop and utilise in their teaching and learning (Warburton, 2009).

In light of this, for a virtual field guide to become a true virtual fieldtrip, it must

incorporate a true virtual reality world with elements of virtual reality (VR) and this is

where this new technology is helping (Kamarainen et al., 2013). This is changing with

the reduction of size, cost, and innovation surrounding VR technologies (Getchell et al.,

2010). Today, VR technologies can be accessed by the general public and can be bought

such as OCULUS RIFT and TOUCH (https://www.oculus.com) a high end VR headset

for around the same price of today’s latest smartphone (£548 as of September 2016) or

a much cheaper and rudimentary version, Google cardboard for £20 (https://vr.google.-

com/cardboard/).

A report by Ericsson Consumer Insight Summary Report states that VR will become

one of the fastest developing sectors in the technology industry and is one of the top

Cliffe International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education  (2017) 14:28 Page 9 of 14

https://www.oculus.com
https://vr.google.com/cardboard/
https://vr.google.com/cardboard/


ten consumer trends in 2016 (Ericsson Consumerlab, 2015). This is an important

development for VFG’s if they do so wish to become more virtual in their design. This

development is already beginning to take place with early reports indicating great

potential for students in fieldtrips (Brown & Green, 2016). Google who have created

the very accessible and cheap Google Cardboard (RRP £20) have also developed an

expeditions package for tutor led VR field trips (Howard, 2016). The main benefit of

this new, cheaper and more accessible VR is the use in not only the virtual field trip

but also on real field trips. VR headsets allow the user to be mobile in an environment

and not tied down to traditional VR which is often linked to a fixed desktop computer

(Luckin & Stanton-Fraser, 2011). Such mobile realities means that learning both

formally and informally can take place outside of the classroom and can serve as a link

between the two, perfect for fieldwork teachings (Fitzgerald et al., 2013).

While this technology increases all the time the future for VFGs looks bright as

technology begins to finally catch up with the idea of a fully virtual and immersive

digital field trip. Moving forward and looking at the future of VFGs, there has not been

and doesn’t seem to be any standardisation of virtual field guides at present. This lack

of standardisation is however a strength and a weakness. The strength of this lack of

standardisation is that it allows the creators to tailor their guide to their specific needs,

allowing much greater flexibility. However, too much flexibility and lack of standardisa-

tion such as scale can overwhelm creators and may pose a challenge to new creators

with a lack of established templates and guides. While no standardising of VFG content

and style exists, there are common themes that have emerged from VFGs. They often

have an overview with a smaller spatial scale, followed by a more detailed and in-depth

larger spatial scaled VFG. Within this larger spatial scale there is often access to data

such as photographs and videos.

Conclusion
VFG have their place in geoscience teaching despite their challenges in creation as they

have many benefits to students and educators. Litherland and Stott (2012) concluded

that VFGs should not replace field trips but it is suggested that VFG’s work best in a

pedagogic sense when they are employed as a tool for students to use the data

presented in them to support traditional field trips.

As shown, future technology is improving at a rapid pace and with this new

technology and computing power could give new immersive life to the virtual field

guide. New research is emerging around the use of augmented and virtual realities in

the classroom and virtual field guides, along with using Unmanned Aerial Vehicles to

create 3D models for students to explore in this virtual world. The nature of fieldwork

is rapidly changing due to new technologies in education and the continued financial

pressures placed on departments will continue to drive the development and integra-

tion of VFGs in the classroom. The gap between the virtual and real world in terms of

realism and accuracy is rapidly diminishing and at some point in the near future, those

lines will start to become blurred. VFG therefore can provide an alternative tool to

compliment current fieldwork exercises to make sure students develop their learning

and skills when on real fieldwork and will continue to do so for some time.

Abbreviation
VFG: Virtual field guides
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