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While field trips are often employed in primary and even second level edu-
cation as a pedagogical tool, aimed at exposing students to real life experi-
ences, such activities are not as popular at third level (Falk and Balling,
1982; Muse, Chiarelott and Davidman, 1982; Anderson and Zhang, 2003).
However, such experiential learning techniques can be invaluable to univer-
sity students by allowing them to engage more with the world around them
and to see a practical side to their area of study. Scarce indentifies field trips
as a form of ‘short-term experiential education’ and comments that ‘what
students learn and the way they learn it should be rooted in society and in
social experiences’ (Scarce, 1997, p. 219). He locates these activities in the
experiential learning framework, as espoused by educationalists such as
Dewey (1938) and DeMartini (1983). This short article contains an analysis
of academic literature on the use of field trips in third level education and
their potential value in the law curriculum. Law is a suitable subject to
explore through the use of such trips, as lecturers endeavour to illustrate
how the rules and principles propounded in legal instruments and cases
influence society and how, concomitantly, societal changes and opinions
influence the creation and development of law.

Benefits of field trips

The literature highlights a number of important benefits to be gained from
including field trips in the curriculum of third level programmes in a number
of disciplines, including bridging the gap between the theory of books and
real life incidents ‘at a depth that cannot be gained through books and
lectures alone’ (Wright, 2000, p. 117). Field trips encourage students to

Research in Education, Number 88 (November 2012) © Manchester University Press
httpy/dx.doi.org/10.7227/RIE.88.1.10



engage in more critical and creative thinking outside the bounds of the
classroom (Scarce, 1997), and allow students to engage more actively in the
learning process (Falk and Balling, 1982). The alteration of the learning
environment from inside the classroom to an alternate venue can increase
enthusiasm and motivation for teaching and learning (Wright, 2000) and
make the learning experience more enjoyable and meaningful (Scarce,
1997). In addition, field trips facilitate a bonding between students and
between staff and students, which creates a more supportive learning envi-
ronment (Scarce, 1997). Significantly, field trips can provide students with
an insight into their future profession and serve as a bridge between the
university and the workplace (Chickering, 1977; Cantor, 1997). Field trips
also facilitate student access to locations to which they may not normally
be admitted, and which students may not feel comfortable visiting on their
own (Scarce, 1997).

Field trips in the law curriculum

The value of field trips in the law curriculum should not be underestimated.
‘Law is the cement of society’ (Williams, 2002, p. 2) and in order to gain a
comprehensive insight into the development and operation of law, students
must be given the opportunity to view the interconnectivity of law and
society. The use of field trips in legal education, particularly to view cases
in courthouses, is particularly valuable in preparing third level law students
for their future careers as legal professionals. There is an increasing interest
in the concept of apprenticeship in third level education, stemming from
the standpoint of cultural anthropologists such as Jean Lave (1993; 1996),
which considers the process of learning to be one where ‘work is an educa-
tional site in which pedagogical and learning practices have always taken
place’ (Casey, 19935, p. 74). In legal education, however, we would suggest
that the traditional learning environment has been one where, all too often,
the transmission of decontextualised knowledge in relation to vocational
practice is seen as the norm.

Apprenticeship is usually portrayed though legal anthropology as being
concerned less with formal teaching and explicit instruction (Coy, 1989),
and more with the process of assimilation of knowledge and skills through
observation and emulation. However, a more useful model in legal educa-
tional terms would be that of Vygotsky (1978) with the concept of a zone
of proximal development, developed by Griffen and Cole (1985) through
their interpretation of ‘activity theory’. This was taken further by Lave so
that her apprenticeship concept embraces the relationships and interactions
between social, cultural and technical practices and competencies (Lave,
1996). A field trip to a public gallery in a courthouse provides students with
the opportunity to observe barristers, solicitors and judges at work, to notice
dress, customs and work methods, to see how legal professionals use the
law and to appreciate their legal knowledge and skills, thus allowing them
to develop a ‘lawyer identity’.
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In terms of skills acquisition through this more encompassing model of
apprenticeship, this leads towards the Dreyfuss model (Dreyfuss and Drey-
fuss, 1986), where the five stages of skills acquisition are seen as running
hierarchically through novice and advanced beginner to competent, profi-
cient and expert. Law is essentially a hierarchical profession, and the model
clearly shadows the professional progression of a lawyer, leading to a situ-
ation where actions become intuitive rather than analytical. Critique of this
model is not within the scope of this article, but what might be taken from the
argument is that learning for law students is best encompassed by an appren-
ticeship system which not only gives knowledge, but also shows clearly the
application of that knowledge in a professional situation. Put simply, one
might teach the tortious concept of a ‘duty of care’ within a third level tradi-
tional teaching environment, but a trip to a courthouse to view a case dealing
with negligence allows students to fully appreciate that the initial generality
of legal dicta can, and indeed must, be used specifically within a working
environment, that of the Court, in order to achieve a practical result.

Law students, when they graduate to a working environment, must
become part of a ‘community of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991) as
novices, and in order to progress, they must be able to relate theoretical
legal concepts to workplace practices (Gott, 1995). We would suggest that
our students are not only able to see ‘masters’ at work on field trips to, for
example, courthouses, law firms, EU institutions, etc., but are also able to
better comprehend the difference between their novitiate position and their
need as ‘apprentices’ to see their decontextualised knowledge put into a
context of practice. Taking the above example of tort law, one might con-
sider the various types of tort cases within the various Courts, those in the
lower Courts being relatively simple to comprehend, while those higher, at
the appellate level being more complex. With complexity of argument must
come the inherent mastery of the law, and the ability to construct complex
lines of advocacy in order to persuade the Court where opposing sides each
have excellent arguments. One might then suggest that the novice lawyer
or student is better able to comprehend the relative mastery required at each
stage in the hierarchy of the Court system. By viewing the arguments
employed by the opposing advocates in such court cases, the viewer with
the basic technical knowledge of the relevant law can appreciate the use of
the legal dicta to address the individual legal issues and, just as importantly,
see the level of mastery of material and advocacy which are the hallmarks
of top class lawyers. The authors suggest that this type of insight cannot be
gained from merely reading judgments, but must be acquired by seeing law
in action, through means of a field trip, and by being within the zone of
proximal development.

Preparations for field trips

While the preceding paragraphs highlight the importance of field trips in
the law curriculum, some difficulties can attach at times to such learning



activities. The most common difficulties that arise with field trips take the
form of ‘administrative road blocks’ (Scarce, 1997), such as travel and insur-
ance arrangements, costs of entry to field trip sites and lack of support from
home institutions (Anderson and Zhang, 2003). Another significant consid-
eration is that of time constraints on the part of both the student and the
lecturers. Accommodating field trips as part of the curriculum requires
timetable management and at least a semi-flexible curriculum (Scarce, 1997;
Anderson and Zhang, 2003). In addition, Grant et al. (1981) warn of the
possibility of creating a ‘zoo phenomenon’ if students are not provided with
a suitable context for the field trip and are unprepared for the learning
activity. Such unguided field trips culminate in ‘students peering out pas-
sively at a site and reinforcing their stereotypes’ (Wright, 2000, p. 118).
However, the majority of these difficulties can be mitigated with planning
and preparation (Sobal et al., 1981; Muse, Chiarelott and Davidman, 1982),
and the benefits to be gained by students from field trips outweigh any dif-
ficulties which attach to such activities.

The current situation regarding field trips in law curricula

Field trips into the legal community offer an exciting opportunity for the
students to understand the societal roots of law and to see law in action, as
well as to provide them with a preview of life as a legal professional. While
field trips are included in some law modules on some programmes, e.g. a
trip to a jail may be included within a criminal justice module, or a module
on European Union law may include a field trip to the European Union
institutions, they are generally included in an ad hoc manner, often with no
real context and/or without learning outcomes attached, or no post-trip
analysis undertaken. However, as discussed above, structured and syllabus-
embedded field trips can be beneficial from a number of perspectives in the
law curriculum: as a motivating tool, as a means of contextualising legal
theory and to provide an opportunity to focus the students on career options
and possibilities. One of the most significant benefits for law students is the
de-mystification of the legal professions and the Courts and improved self-
confidence in dealing with legal professionals and others.

‘Law schools serve as launching pad and gatekeeper for the legal profes-
sion’ (Silver, Garner and Watkins, 2011) and they should embrace this role
and consider the more strategic incorporation of field trips into the law
curriculum in order to create opportunities for students to observe the law
in action, contextualise their legal theory and develop important legal and
personal skills.
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