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Abstract

Approaches to landscape assessment have been widely debated and, despite their usefulness
in educational settings, they have generally fallen out of favour. Yet ways to record, monitor and
discuss landscape quality are becoming more important as the pace of landscape change increases.
The growing prominence of ‘place’ and ‘place-making’ in geography presents an opportunity to
reinvigorate landscape assessment in educational contexts. We present a tool for assessing the visual
quality of landscapes, which can be adapted for use in a range of environments. We also discuss the
results of a pilot study which deployed the approach. The tool can be used to monitor landscape
changes and the experience of generating data, as well as the results, can be used as a catalyst for

discussions about place, land-use, development and the contested nature of valued landscapes.

Keywords: landscape change, aesthetics, place, inquiry-based learning, fieldwork
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1. Introduction and aims

We live in a world of changing landscapes. Landscape assessment is often used to assess the
impact of changes, as it gives us a baseline from which change can be monitored. Such evaluations
frequently form part of Environmental Impact Assessment, where they help to explore the
consequences of a new development or land-use change. Landscape assessment has had a mixed
history; it has played an important role in environmental management and policy development, but
tensions have often emerged regarding the best approaches to take (e.g. Tveit et al., 2006; Ode et
al., 2010), objective versus subjective methodologies and the difficulties of assigning a score to a view
(e.g. Lothian, 1999; Daniel, 2001). Controversy has vexed landscape assessment and many of the
techniques developed three or four decades ago have fallen out of favour.

However, means to record and monitor landscape quality are becoming increasingly
important as the pace of landscape change escalates. Landscapes are experiencing exceptional rates
of transformation due to a variety of influences, including the rapid rate of societal development and
increasing urbanisation. The impacts of climate change greatly influence our physical environment,
from land-forming processes to species and habitat composition, and there are resultant landscape
pressures. In addition, the spiritual and recreational experiences that people get from environments
are recognised as a form of cultural ecosystem service (e.g. Daniel et al., 2012), but experiences are
more difficult to assess than other ecosystem services, such as food production or crop pollination
(Satz et al., 2013). Set against the backdrop of landscapes that are changing in response to an array
of processes and a growing appreciation of what our environment does for us (Tratalos et al., 2016),
we propose that landscape assessment, particularly the visual quality assessment of landscapes, has
a new lease of life (see Swetnam et al., 2017; Swetnam and Tweed, 2018; Jovanovska et al., 2020).

Geography is well-placed to champion landscape quality assessment; most of the drivers of
landscape change have a geographical dimension and, whether implicit or explicit, the study of
landscapes is central to the discipline. The agents of global transformation are increasingly being
introduced, investigated and debated in educational settings. Related questions and problems often
bring together the two ‘sides’ of the discipline - and beyond - in seeking to understand landscape
change, and the ability to read and decode landscapes is a vital skill. Landscape also features in

notions of place and place-making, which are now a fundamental part of geography curricula.
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However, there is little research available to guide the effective teaching of landscape assessment
skills or to assess student experiences of engaging in such activities. This paper, and the resources
connected to it, start to address this gap. We argue that the stage is set for the reinvigoration of
landscape assessment in geography education.

We have developed a simple means of visual landscape quality assessment which can be
adapted to suit different environments. It can be used to monitor visual changes in rural and semi-
rural landscapes, in the field or in virtual situations and the data that are generated - and the
experience of collecting them - can be used as a starting point for discussion and debate about
landscape quality, land-use, aesthetics, place and development. This paper i) provides a brief context
to landscape assessment; ii) presents a Visual Quality Index (VQI) for the evaluation of landscapes;
iii) provides associated supporting materials for teachers to use and iv) discusses the experience of
using the VQl in educational settings. It should be noted that we see a significant part of the utility of
the approach as a catalyst for discussions about place, aesthetics and the contested nature of ‘valued’

landscapes, rather than the ability to arrive at a score; this will be discussed later.

2. Landscape quality and geography education

Understanding of physical and social processes within the context of places is central to
geography and the landscape view can provide a starting point for investigation. To monitor
landscapes, there is a need to examine their ‘quality’. Essentially “landscape quality arises from the
relationship between the properties of the landscape and the effects of those properties on human
viewers.” (Daniel, 2001 p.268). Put simply, landscape quality identifies what people like to see in
landscapes and what they find appealing. From this, two paradigms have arisen (Lothian, 1999).
Landscape assessment focuses on describing the landscape, whereas landscape evaluation seeks to
identify what makes one landscape better or worse (Ode et al., 2008) and often places a rating on,
or orders, landscapes in terms of their quality. Expert-based approaches have dominated in
landscape management, providing quantifiable scores to be examined and monitored (Daniel, 2001).
Such systematic methods to visually assess landscape quality have developed over the last fifty years;
during the 1970s and 1980s attempts were made to quantify the process of landscape assessment

using statistical analyses (Dearden, 1980; Lothian, 2017), but these endeavours were accompanied
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by disagreements about their usefulness and the extent to which over-concentration on numeric
methods rendered the process reductionist (e.g. Roth and Gruehn, 2012; Lothian, 2017).

There has also been vigorous debate about whether landscape evaluation should be
undertaken by experts, such as planners, or whether the task should be the province of the lay public
(e.g. Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989). Over the last twenty years or so, there has been increasing tendency
to advocate subjective approaches that are based on a community’s landscape preferences (e.g.
Dakin, 2003; Ode et al., 2008) and a growing appreciation of the importance of the individual’s
personal reaction to landscapes (Daniel, 2001). In part, this merging of ‘expert’ and perception-based
approaches stems from the realisation that aspects of visual aesthetics need to be better represented
in management decisions and policies (Daniel, 2001; Dakin, 2003; Terkenli et al., 2021). Despite this,
the tension between qualitative and quantitative components in landscape evaluation remains (e.g.
Lothian, 1999; Daniel, 2001; Terkenli et al., 2021). Debate often centres on the question of what
exactly is being evaluated; for example, is it the scene itself or feelings and potential activities
associated with it, such as nostalgia, refuge or leisure? Is it even possible to separate these in the
mind of the assessor? Enjoyment based on aesthetics is inherently subjective and can be influenced
by socio-cultural bias (e.g. education, familiarity) and ephemera (e.g. weather, odours, seasonal
changes). Put simply, many researchers agree that assessment of landscape quality is important and
have devised ways of evaluating landscapes, but there no universal agreement on how to do it.

The fact that the assessment of the visual quality of landscapes remains contested means that
it can be challenging for people to understand and correspondingly challenging to teach, but ‘reading’
landscapes is a fundamental skill in seeking to identify and explain environmental changes,
particularly in the field. The landscape view is also prominent in ideas of place and place-making in
‘A’ Level geography; in order to understand places as locations with meaning, we also need to
understand our relationships with landscape. Given the importance of landscapes and the well-
articulated benefits of fieldwork learning, there is clearly scope for activities that encourage young
people to engage more holistically with the environments in which they are collecting field data. This
is particularly timely given the increasingly ‘indoor’ nature of childhood and concerns about nature-
deficit disorder (e.g. Louv, 2008; Fletcher, 2017; Zylstra et al., 2019). Warn (1985) in her step-by-step

guide for students undertaking fieldwork, presents a simple landscape evaluation sheet which
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addresses open space, variety of features, flora and fauna, intrinsic appeal (boring, interesting, ugly,
beautiful etc.) and the impact of people on the landscape. Thirty-five years on, we see the VQl as
developing this sort of approach to provide teachers and students with a framework for assessing

and debating landscape quality.

3. Introducing the Visual Quality Index (VQI) as an educational tool

The VQI was originally developed as part of a monitoring programme, funded by the Welsh
government. The programme was designed to evaluate the landscape impact of the Glastir Agri-
environmental scheme (see Swetnam et al., 2017) and was devised as a GIS-enabled method due to
the nature of the monitoring to be undertaken. The Welsh VQIl was successfully transferred to
Iceland, having first been adapted to reflect the differences in the landscape setting (see Swetnam
and Tweed, 2018) and it has also been successfully modified for use in other locations (e.g.
Jovanovska et al., 2020). Below we explain the key parameters of the VQI that we present in this
paper as an educational tool, which is a slightly modified version of the original used in Wales. It
should be noted that the VQI is designed as a tool for use in rural and semi-rural landscapes.

There are five thematic elements to the VQI: physical, blue space, green space, historic and
human, generating a final value that ranges from 0 (worst/low) to 1 (best/high). The physical element
identifies the roughness of the terrain, which captures the topographic complexity of the view. The
terrain element contributes positively to the index, as rugged and undulating scenery tends to be
highly rated by people. Most people also appreciate the presence of water in landscape views, so the
coast, ponds, lakes, streams and waterfalls are positive influences on the VQI. The presence and
nature of vegetation is important in landscape evaluation so woodland, hedgerows, large trees and
species diversity are key elements of the VQI’s green space theme. Cultural and historic features (for
example, listed buildings, dry stone walls, ancient monuments) are positive elements of landscape
visual quality. Other human influences that reduce visual landscape quality are captured by the final
theme which comprises roads, buildings and associated human utilities and infrastructure. Figure 1
illustrates the VQI landscape components. The totals for each theme are collated and then scaled
between 0 and 1, with the five thematic groups weighted equally (0.2) and summed to produce the

final index. Equal weighting assumes that each of the landscape components contribute equally to
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the visual quality of the landscape (Swetnam et al., 2017). The index enables the visual quality of a
series of landscapes to be assessed and ordered according to the numeric value that the index
generates indeed, it is the order in which the VQI places sites that isimportant, rather than the overall
score (see Swetnam and Tweed, 2018).

In addition, given that there has been significant research on the aesthetic appeal of
landscapes (e.g. Gobster et al., 2007; J6hannesdadttir, 2010; Frank et al., 2013) we incorporate a set
of simple descriptive ‘appeal’ criteria that enable individuals to record - and subsequently compare -
personal landscape appeal qualities. Is the landscape beautiful or ugly? Exciting or dull? Varied or
uniform? It has been established that landscape preferences can be mediated by ephemera (e.g.
smells, weather conditions); therefore, participants are also encouraged to record these elements as
part of the approach. The appeal and ephemera ratings sit outside the VQIl but can be compared
against the VQI scores to see if landscapes generating high visual quality scores are viewed as
‘beautiful’, ‘exciting’ or ‘varied’, for example. The landscape questionnaire survey used by
participants to collect data is illustrated in Figure 2; this is supported by an Excel spreadsheet that
enables the calculation of the final index for each landscape that is assessed (see Supplemental

Online Materials).
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Figure 1: The VQl mapped onto four key landscape components outlined by Ode et al., 2008
including: (i) indicators of visual scale; (ii) indicators of naturalness; (iii) indicators of historic value;
(iv) indicators of stewardship. The 17 parameters are grouped into five themes which have an equal
weight of 0.2 in the final VQI, therefore, the value of each theme is scaled before weighting to account

for the unequal number of components in each.
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Date: Survey Location : Time: Date: Survey Location : Time:
School. Teacher: School: Teacher:
TERRAIN How rugged is the majority of the landscape? BUILT Are there any roads in the view?
Level Undulating Moderately Highly Rugged h None Farm Tarmacked | Main Tarmac Road | Motorway / Dual
Rugged Track(s) Road Carriageway
TERRAIN Can you see any bare rock features?
A { NO y y Tves HISTORIC | Can you see stone or slate walls / fences? How long are they?
I 0 ] <50m I 51-100m ] 101-500m _| >500m
WATER " Can you see any waterfalls or Can you see or hear the TR 5 i = = A
spray from waterfalls? sea? an you see any buildings o an you see any Ancien
NO [ YES NO [ YeEs 3 architectural merit / interest? | Monuments?
A o [ves No [ Yes
WATER What % of the landscape in the view consists of liquid water =
Y | (sea. lakes, canals, rivers)? ODOUR Are there any str ;\,g“/ n::ceaﬂe sme::s'?
0 [<10% [ 1025% | 2650% [51-100% ® No Yes T ————
GREENSPACE | What % of the landscape in the view is vegetated?
W [o [<i0%  Ji025% [26s0% [ 51-100% SOUND Are there any noti;ie;ble / persistent sounds?
No Yes pieaze rote what they ore hers
™)
GREENSPACE I What % of the landscape in the view is wooded?
W o [<10%  [1025% [2650% [ 51-100% ~
‘our personal response
OVERALL How do you FEEL / DESCRIBE this landscape here and now
GREENSPACE | How many large, individual trees can you see? o 3"""’" “2"""" "’lm "'"g’“ "”°’1'9 ”"“”2" (6 "’; o
leauts - - - gly
Wlo i [aaso  [srso  [os0 Natural 3 [2 |1 [0 [ [2 [ |Managed
Exciting 3 2 1 0 -1 -2 -3 Dull
GREENSPACE | Can you see any hedgerows? How long are they? Varied 3 2 1 o -1 -2 -3 Uniform
W o  [<om  [51100m |101-500m | >500m Safe s J2 J1 Jjo Ja ]2 | |Dangerous
Cloud Cover Clear Partially Cloudy (5 | Overcast (50— Heavy
GREENSPACE | Can you see or hear any livestock (cows, pigs, sheep, horses)? (<5%) —49% 70%) Cloud(>70%)
I NO I YES [ Rain None Misty Rain Gentle Rain Heavy Rain
Wind Calm Gentle Breeze Moderately Windy | Very Windy
GREENSPACE | Can you see any plants in Can you see or hear any birds?
+« | flower? Visibility Clear Good OK Poor
NO [ YEs NO [ Yes
NOTES:
BUILT hl What % of the landscape in the view is urban / suburban/built?
[o [ <10% | 10-25% [26-50% [ 51-100%
BUILT | How many utilities can you see? (pylons, turbines, masts, sewage works) Using any free GPS app — such as y app (free) derive your location in the UK, your
.[o |1ms ]>s [ ‘approximate elevation and your bearing.
@O ©OS0)
Dr Ruth Swetnam & Professor Fiona Tweed Geography, Staffordshire University: 2018 Rt Dr Ruth Swetnam & Professor Fiona Tweed Geography, Staffordshire University: 2018 R

Figure 2: The VQI landscape survey (see also Supplemental Online Materials)

4. Piloting the VQI in an independent educational setting

The Field Studies Council (FSC) is an independent UK-based environmental education charity
specialising in outdoor learning to support curricula from primary school to university. Participants
engage in fieldwork on day visits and residential stays; fieldwork can be biological, ecological,
environmental or geographical in nature. Existing collaborative links with the FSC presented an
opportunity to trial the VQl as a learning tool by embedding it within their diet of fieldwork activities.
During consultancy with the FSC, it was agreed that the technique needed to be short,
complementary to existing days and fit in with the national curriculum. It was decided that the VQl
could be used as an introduction to sites in which field measurements were being taken and there

was also the scope for it to act as a thread, tying together various fieldwork landscapes. The VQI was
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piloted by the FSC at their Epping Field Centre, from 2018-2019 (see Jones, 2022). To enable
compatibility with existing tools and methods used by the FSC, the landscape questionnaire was
adapted to operate in ESRI Survey 123™ using tablets for participants to record the data in the field.
During 2018 and 2019, the VQI was used with approximately 250 students. Most of the participants
were ‘A’ Level Biology students studying Ecology. The VQI was used to encourage site familiarity
before engaging in a range of routine data collection techniques. Given the limitations of time and
access to IT, not every student was able to respond individually to the landscape questionnaire;

instead groups discussed each element and agreed a score.

4.1. FSC Tutors’ feedback

Field Tutors used the VQI within course delivery at Epping Forest Field Centre (EFFC) in 2018
2019; students visiting FSC accessed local sites within Epping Forest, typically open view grassland
plains and more enclosed woodland views (see Jones, 2022). As part of the trial, Field Tutors were
asked for feedback on their experience of using the VQI and for their views on how students engaged
with the approach; this feedback is summarised in Figure 3. Tutors felt either confident or very
confident in using the VQ| as a teaching resource and in using Survey 123™ to collect data (Figure 3).
Tutors found groups to have different levels of engagement with the approach, but most students
were engaged or strongly engaged (Figure 3). Given the limitations of timings and access to IT,
students did not provide individual responses and there are opportunities and challenges inherent in
this approach. Most participants were engaged in discussing how to arrive at a score, and it may be
helpful in a learning context to discuss what goes into the landscape view, but the landscape appeal
and ephemera sections are quite personal. Tutors commented that individual engagement could be
improved by providing more tablets to permit individual data entry. Another potential solution would
be to make the method mobile-friendly to enable individual access.

Field Tutors were keen to have an information sheet that could be used by staff or given to
teachers to help explain the background and rationale for the technique. Tutors also suggested that
it would be helpful to have a visual guide to support students in completing the VQI; this would assist
students in the interpretation of some terms that they could not imagine in the context of the view.

The use of illustrative supporting materials may also make the VQI accessible to a wider range of age

10
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groups through suitable differentiation. Tutors also noted that this approach has potential to be used
within the FSC, not just during ‘A’-Level field-based activities, but as a resource from foundation stage
to undergraduate and beyond. One member of the FSC education team reported the following when

asked about the VQJ:

“I have found using the VQI with students a very valuable tool to encourage
students to look at the ‘bigger picture’ of landscapes. It has encouraged students to
think about what makes up landscape. It is also a very useful tool in introducing
students to an area and supporting their fieldwork in enabling to develop inquiry
questions for further fieldwork.”

FSC Senior Tutor

The VQI was also used in an FSC educational training session with a group of approximately 20

PGCE students from a nearby university and the following points were made:

“We had a discussion about how you quantify the value of landscapes, the students
found they were thinking about different aspects of landscapes, other than just ‘it’s

pretty to look at’...

FSC Senior Tutor

11
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Very . Very
Disengaged Disengaged Neutral Engaged Engaged
How engaged do you feel students
are with the vQI? 0 0 2 3 2
Foundation KS1 KS2 KS3 KS4 KS5
Which Key Stage do you feel the VQI
. . 1 2 5 7
is suitable for?
Very Unconfident Neutral Confident Very
Unconfident Confident
How confident do you feel with using
Survey123 to collect data for the 0 0 0 0 7
val?
How confident do you feel with using
the VQI as a teaching resource? 0 0 0 2 5

How can the VQI be improved as a
teaching resource?

e More iPads to engage more individual students

® More iPads so students can do it individually/in pairs and be more
engaged.

e Some words which the students are unfamiliar with (even ‘A’ Level
students) — ‘rugged’ and ‘hedgerows’. Maybe an information sheet
with some images to assist would be useful. Something to go with the
iPad with the information on?

e Potential for a differentiated resource for lower key stages, this
concept could easily be used from Foundation stage up.

® Once this has been used more extensively in more places, its
potential to use as secondary data to compare places and landscapes is
huge.

e Whilst not the case at a day centre, follow up work looking at what
the categories show us with potential statistical analysis.

e Ways to distribute data and past data to schools.

What support/training would you
like to further your understanding of
the vQI?

® Bit more background information/context about the survey, aims
and the subject of landscapes in general.

e Keen to see results and use these to support using VQI with future
groups.

e Brief information sheet to give to the teachers if they are interested
about the research - for when they ask how it will be used?

Figure 3: Feedback on the VQI pilot study from Field Tutors at Epping Field Studies Centre
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5. Trialling the VQI in schools

The VQI demonstrated its usefulness as a tool for ‘A’-Level groups whilst conducting site visits
with the FSC; it enables students to access and decode landscapes by encouraging them to ‘look up
as well as down’ and to consider more than what is directly in front of them. To further investigate
the effectiveness of the VQI as an educational fieldwork tool, we also tested it in three UK co-
educational schools with small groups of students studying for ‘A’ level geography and their teachers.
Addressing some of the feedback from the tutors involved in the FSC trial, we developed a VQI Toolkit
(for contents, see Figure 4) to brief teachers before they used the VQl in the field with their students.
Landscapes assessed were mainly at the edges of school grounds, looking towards rolling countryside
characterised by open and closed woodland, farmland or grassland, hedgerows, meadows and views
of distant houses with some vertical infrastructure (e.g. pylons) visible in some views. After briefing
from a member of the research team, the students’ geography teacher led the session in the field
during normal school lessons, typically lasting two hours. Following the fieldwork session, feedback
was obtained from students and teachers using bespoke questionnaires. Students were asked a range
of questions to enable us to evaluate the effectiveness of the VQI as a fieldwork tool. The results
obtained from the questionnaires were then coded to allow key aspects of the student experience of
the VQI to be established. Two teachers and 28 students provided feedback; in addition, 3 teachers
agreed to be provided with the VQI Toolkit and to evaluate it as a teaching tool by completing a short

online questionnaire.

5.1 Student feedback

Figure 5 collates the results of the student evaluations of the VQI field survey, post-testing in
the field. Students were asked ‘what was the VQI trying to help you do?’. Figure 6 Illustrates the four
main themes identified in student feedback in response to this question. Students recognised the
utility of the VQI for describing and measuring the landscape and some students recognised that it
helped them to evaluate and understand landscapes. Comments also confirmed that some students
were able to relate the evaluation to the concept of ‘place’ and the relationship between people and
place. Students were asked whether they saw the landscape or environment differently by using the

VQl survey’ to which 75% of students responded that they did. When asked to elaborate on this by

13
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explaining what aspects were new or different for them, three themes emerged from their responses
(Figure 7). Students identified functional aspects that were driven by the VQI approach, such as
registering key landscape features (e.g., fences, hedgerows, architecture) and a third of students felt
that it enabled them to give close attention to the landscape. Some students recognised that the VQl
approach made them think differently about the landscape and were able to articulate the reasons
for this. All students responded positively to a question which asked whether they had enjoyed using
the VQI survey and whether they found the experience interesting. When asked about the reasons
for this, four themes were evident from their responses (Figure 8). Once again, students picked up
on the different perspectives encouraged by using the VQI and the fact that it gave them new ideas
about landscape, alongside a new method with which to engage. Fun, interest and enjoyment were
recorded as important elements of the experience of using the VQI and several students observed
that ease of use helped their sense of enjoyment.

The student experience of engaging with the VQI as an approach indicates that it helps them
to think differently about the components of a landscape and how those features condition
assessments of landscape quality. As found when trialling the VQI with the FSC, participants were
able to more readily decode the landscape and to think about the interconnected and

interdependent relationships between people and place.

5.2 School teachers’ feedback

The responses from five secondary school geography teachers who tested and evaluated the
VQl Toolkit were collated. Two teachers evaluated the approach in the field as a practical exercise
with their classes (their students’ responses are given in Figures 5-8). The other three teachers were
sent the full Toolkit and asked to review all the contents and guidance with a view to using it with
their students. Teachers commented that the concept of ‘place’ in geography was “crucially
important, often misunderstood” and that it is “an essential part of the A-level curriculum as students
need to grasp the ways in which place attachment influences peoples’ engagement and lived
experience”. They confirmed that many students struggle when learning about place and find it
“difficult to unpick key concepts”, with the main challenge being that “students cannot think beyond

the picture or place, e.g. ‘why is it like that?”. One teacher commented that “they are able to learn

14
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factual information about places, but they struggle to see places from the viewpoint of others”. These

observations confirm points made earlier in the paper regarding the difficulties that students often

encounter when learning about place and place-making.
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1. Introduction to the VQI (PowerPoint)

This PowerPoint will introduce you to the Visual Quality Index (VQI) and explain its
uses.

2. VQI Guidance Notes (PDF)

The guidance notes talk through the practical element of the VQI, giving examples
of how the “VQI Survey Sheet” is used in the field.

3. VQI Survey Sheet (PDF)

This is the VQI survey tool for use in the field. It contains a set of indicators to be
filled out by the students, illustrating the visual quality of each landscape.

4, VQI Instructors Guide (YouTube Link)

This video demonstrates how to use the “VQI Spreadsheet”. As Excel documents
are not everyone’s forte, this goes through the spreadsheet in clear detail,
illustrating how to use the tool.

5. VQI Spreadsheet (Excel document)

This is an essential tool for the VQI to work. After results are collected on the “VQI
Survey Sheet”, the results can be collated on the spreadsheet, giving a final value
for each landscape — ultimately giving your Visual Quality Index.

6. Scheme of Work (Word document)

This document, available on a word document or PDF will give you an idea of how
the VQI Toolkit can be implemented in the classroom. Feel free to follow this
scheme of work or create your own.

7. VQI Films in the Field (YouTube Link)

Three short films made in the field, to show the VQI put into practice. These films
will help solve any issues that you may have with the VQI, as it shows how the
surveys are used in the field and talks through what you should do.

313 Figure 4: Contents of the VQI Toolkit supplied to schools.
314
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Sample Question Result Notes
(max = 28)
28 Did you understand what the | Yes =27 Students understood the purpose of the
VQl was trying to helpyouto | No=1 VaQl (see Figure 6).
do?
28 How easy was it to use the Very Easy =12 | The design of the survey works on a
Val survey? Easy =15 practical level, all of the students found it
OK=1 manageable to implement in the field and
most found it easy.
27 Were there any questions No =27 The wording is sufficiently clear.
that you found hard to Unsolicited comments included:
understand? 1. “Was very clear throughout”
2. “Simply worded”
3. “All well explained.”
27 Were there any questions No =23 Comments related to the ability to
that you found hard to Yes=4 estimate cover and minor queries
answer? 1. “Rating the view in my own
opinion”
2. “The % of grassland / urban took a
minute to decide”
3. “Sometimes hard to judge the %"
4. “What counts as an historic
building?”
5. “Some could be subjective or
qualitative”
28 Do you think that you saw the | Yes =20 See Figure 7 for further detail on open-
landscape / environment No=7 ended responses.
differently by using the vQl Partly =1
survey?
28 Did you enjoy using the vVQl Yes = 28 All the students enjoyed using the VQI (see
survey; was it interesting? Figure 8).

Figure 5: Results of the student evaluations of the VQI field survey, post testing in the field (n = 28,

not all students responded to every question). Students were drawn from three co-educational

schools (13-18 years). After briefing from a member of the research team, the students’ geography

teacher led the session in the field during normal school lessons. All respondents were aged 16-18

and undertaking a geography ‘A’ Level course. Those questions which invited open ended responses

are detailed in Figures 6-8.
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322

323
324

325

326

327

328

329

330

What was
the VQI

trying to
help you
do?

collect data

N @)

Evaluate /
Understand the visual
appearance of the
landscape

Relate to the concept

of "Place”
@

/ ) ;
,| Describe the L
landscape @

- v ‘
e M ;
Measure and/or 5

7 ~

’
1
|
|
I
|
d
|
I
|
|
I
\

“Briefly describe and measure the landscape”

“How to describe and rate a landscape”

“Easy and quick way to assess and collect data on
the landscape”

“It enables you to collate qualitative data which can
then be used to compare other data”.

“It allowed us to evaluate a site using a variety of |
factors that wouldn’t normally be included in a i
data collection method. i
1
1
1
1

“Looking at understanding our surroundings.’

“To see how visually appealing a place is and what
impacts the visual pleasantness”

“To see how you can measure the appeal of a place
to a person and our impact on it”

/)

’

__________________________________________

Figure 6: Four themes were identified in the student responses to a question about the purpose of

the VQI (n = 21). They are ordered here from 1 to 4 reflecting an increasingly sophisticated

understanding of geographical concepts. This ordering also reflects their frequency in terms of

student response with (1) Describing = 35%, (2) Measuring = 28%, (3) Evaluating = 25% and (4) Place

= 6%, the remaining 6% was made up of a range of comments. Example student quotations are

provided for each theme.
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331

332
333

334

335

336

337

338

339

340

Wh at Functional, fOCUSing I “I looked more closely at features such as hedgerows”

t on the la ndsca pe i “Thinking about % cover and management, fences i

aspects components @ | ete’ ;

were new

or different |

A 7 N s

fo r yo u¢ Givi ng close i “I looked at the area in more depth and was able to 3

attention to the >, Judge tbetter |

! "Makes you look harder” i

landscape @ , y ;

L & O '

,’/ “Wouldn't have thought of going about it like the way
we did. Opened my eyes.”

“I'd never considered all of the topics grouped
together.”

Thinking differently
about the view

normally see.”

1
“Because it allowed you to explore things you wouldn't i
1

@ | "It made me think about the landscape in more detail
‘. and what is appealing about it.”

Figure 7: Three themes were identified in the student responses to this question about what aspects
were new for them (n=21). They are ordered here from 1 to 3 reflecting an increasingly sophisticated
understanding of geographical concepts. This ordering also reflects their frequency in terms of
student response with (1) Functional = 38%, (2) Attentional = 35%, (3) Thinking differently = 27%.

Example student quotations are provided for each theme.
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341

342
343

344

345

346

347

348

349

350

351

352

353

354

355

356

357

- N
New ideas to engage

“Looking at a place in a different perspective and i
wouldn't have thought about doing this” i

Why d I.d W|th @ “It was elilvjoyable as | considered different aspects of
you enjoy N 3 :
using the - N \

“It was interesting as the data covers a range of
topics not just one.”

vaQl?

v

“Learning a new skill and learning to see a

[
A new method to try —
i landscape in a different way."

. ®) )

s T \

] “Going outdoors, | thoroughly enjoyed it

Fun thinking about the nature around”

L @ N /

“It was fun and interesting, analysing and really i

“I liked it; it was easy to understand and allows you
to understand the environment in more detail”

“It wasn't hard or confusing; it made us look at more

I
Ease of use —
E than usual”

@ Y i
. B

Figure 8: Four themes were identified in the student responses to this question about the experience
of using the VQI (n = 24). They are ordered here from 1 to 4, this ordering reflects their frequency in
terms of student response with (1) New ideas = 40%, (2) A new skill/ method = 26%, (3) Fun =20%

and (4) Ease of use = 14%. Example student quotations are provided for each theme.

Teachers all found the VQI resources both helpful and easy to use; when asked for specific
comments on the VQI Toolkit comments included: “I found all of the resources provided excellent and
well-structured, thus making them easy to follow and teach”; “I could happily use these with students
who | feel would enjoy this scheme of work and supporting materials” and “comprehensive and well
explained”. One teacher remarked: “This is a really useful tool and can easily be applied into A-level
next year and should reduce student disengagement.” Another highlighted the importance of the
approach in encouraging students to consider holistic landscape quality: “/ think it forced students to
study the landscape and not take features for granted. Often pylons, types of fence and such go
unnoticed in their impact on the value of landscapes.” Teachers regarded the VQI Toolkit and

approach as an asset to ‘A’ Level teaching and emphasised its usefulness to the Non-Examined

20



358

359

360

361

362

363

364

365

366

367

368

369

370

371

372

373

374

375

376

377

378

379

380

381

382

383

384

385

Assessment (NEA). This is a component of ‘A’ Level geography comprising an independent
geographical investigation with a fieldwork component which is assessed internally by the tutor and
then moderated externally. Teachers observed: “we would have a readymade and user-friendly
toolkit for students to collect data efficiently in the field. Students would be able to perform statistical
analyses on their primary data which would hit the criteria for the NEA” and “this would allow them
to make meaningful quantitative comparisons in their independent investigations rather than just

discussing generalisations.”

6. Adapting the vVQl to different environments and using the approach

The VQI framework enables changes to be made to the weightings if the index needs to be
adapted to suit different landscapes and we encourage people to experiment with this. An equal
weighting of 0.2 for each component was agreed as reasonable during the initial stage of adapting
the VQl for the FSC. In using equal weights, we are assuming various landscape components
contribute equally to overall visual landscape quality. Sensitivity analysis conducted by Swetnam et
al. (2017) revealed overall VQI remained stable when changes to landscape category weights
remained in the 0.1-0.4 range. If there are prominent features of environments that warrant inclusion
in the VQI landscape questionnaire, or if people wish to adapt the tool for use in a location in which
landscape components are substantially different, it can be altered to reflect these and the
underpinning Excel spreadsheet amended accordingly. This spreadsheet, included in Supplemental
Online Materials, is set with an equal weighting of 0.2 for each thematic area; guidelines for setting
different weightings are supplied on the sheet. The FSC translated the VQI questionnaire into Survey
123™; there is also clearly scope for other software to be employed to collect the data. Also included
in Supplemental Online Materials are a set of VQI Guidance Notes, details of links to an online VQl
Spreadsheet Tutorial and links to three ‘VQI Films in the Field’ all designed to assist those who would
like to use the VQI. The VQI Guidance Notes explain how to adapt the VQI to different landscape
settings and technologies, but the existing VQI works well in most UK rural and semi-rural landscape
settings and our experience demonstrates that it can be readily adopted by schools seeking to

enhance their fieldwork teaching.
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Having established the VQl as a research tool and having adapted it to an educational context,
we now offer the approach to geography educators as a fieldwork-ready technique for use in schools.
The VQI enables time-series data on landscape quality to be generated from a variety of field
locations. It could be used as a thread to tie together locations on a residential field study programme
or as part of an investigative method for those seeking to examine a specific environment within a
short space of time. Whilst we advocate fieldwork, we present a tool that can be used in both field
and classroom-based learning situations in the context of landscape assessment. Critically, it can be
a mechanism to provoke discussion about the value of landscapes. Although the VQI questionnaire
is designed to be used in the field, it could be used to evaluate images. This could be done as an
indoor exercise and then repeated in the field or it could be a way of including students who are
unable to participate in fully immersive fieldwork. Images could also be used in circumstances where
fieldwork is not possible or where bad weather precludes fieldwork. A field and photograph study
could act as a catalyst for examining the differences between the fully immersive and the virtual with
discussion of the similarities and differences in the views and perspectives revealed.

We see the VQI as contributing to knowledge of place-making and understanding places
which are prominent in geography teaching in schools. Given the rural and semi-rural remit of the
VQl, it can be used to trigger discussions about the value and influence of both nature and culture in
different places - and the agents involved in changing places. Do we like this place? Why do we like
it? What makes this place special or unique? Is it welcoming? Is it safe? How easy is it to access? Can
people enjoy the natural environment here? If so how? Does this environment need protecting? If
so, by what means could that be achieved? What might this landscape look like in the future? The
approach has utility as a catalyst for provoking discussions about the contested nature of landscape
quality. Why do people find particular landscapes attractive? Do ‘known’ landscapes prompt
different responses to unfamiliar environments? How do places make us feel and why? What makes
us value one landscape above another? What agents are involved in changing the nature of a place?
Do our landscape quality ratings change with the seasons and if so, how? The VQI could also be used
to stimulate discussion about the impacts of biodiversity and rewilding on landscapes. There is also

potential for the weighting of the VQI to become a focal point for indoor-based work with students
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asked to consider the impacts of changing the weightings for given landscapes and to deliberate who

gets to decide.

7. Conclusions

We are living through times in which young peoples’ relationships with landscapes are
changing as well as those landscapes themselves. Fieldwork is facing challenges as digital technology
and the abundance of secondary information provide easy ways to acquire information. Given the
importance of landscapes and the well-articulated benefits of immersive field learning, there is
clearly scope for work that encourages young people to engage more holistically with the
environments in which they are collecting field data.

Having developed and tested an educational tool for assessing the visual quality of
landscapes, we now invite its wider use and adaptation. The VQI can be used to monitor landscape
changes and the experience of generating the data, as well as the results of the landscape
assessment, can be used as a catalyst for discussions about place, landscape aesthetics and appeal,
land-use, development and the contested nature of landscape quality. We encourage geography
educators to use and adapt the resources that we provide and to communicate with us regarding

their experiences of doing so.
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Figure captions

Figure 1: VQI landscape components: terrain, blue-space, green-space, human-influence, historic

and cultural

Figure 2: The VQI landscape questionnaire

Figure 3: Feedback on the VQI pilot study from Field Tutors at Epping Field Studies Centre

Figure 4: Contents of the VQI Toolkit supplied to schools

Figure 5: Results of the student evaluations of the VQI field survey, post testing in the field (n = 28,
not all students responded to every question). Students were drawn from three co-educational
schools (13-18 years). After briefing from a member of the research team, the students’ geography
teacher led the session in the field during normal school lessons. All respondents were aged 16-18
and undertaking a geography ‘A’ Level course. Those questions which invited open ended responses

are detailed in Figures 6-8.

Figure 6: Four themes were identified in the student responses to a question about the purpose of
the vQl (n = 21). They are ordered here from 1 to 4 reflecting an increasingly sophisticated
understanding of geographical concepts. This ordering also reflects their frequency in terms of
student response with (1) Describing = 35%, (2) Measuring = 28%, (3) Evaluating = 25% and (4) Place
= 6%, the remaining 6% was made up of a range of comments. Example student quotations are

provided for each theme.

Figure 7: Three themes were identified in the student responses to this question about what aspects

were new for them (n=21). They are ordered here from 1 to 3 reflecting an increasingly sophisticated

understanding of geographical concepts. This ordering also reflects their frequency in terms of
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494  student response with (1) Functional = 38%, (2) Attentional = 35%, (3) Thinking differently = 27%.
495  Example student quotations are provided for each theme.
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497  Figure 8: Four themes were identified in the student responses to this question about the experience
498  of using the VQI (n = 24). They are ordered here from 1 to 4, this ordering reflects their frequency in
499  terms of student response with (1) New ideas = 40%, (2) A new skill/ method = 26%, (3) Fun =20%
500  and (4) Ease of use = 14%. Example student quotations are provided for each theme.
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Supplemental Online Materials

All supplied under Creative Commons Licence

[@0ce)

1. VQl Guidance Notes (PDF)

File provided

2. VQl Survey Sheet (PDF)

File provided

3. VQl Instructors Guide (YouTube Link)
VQl spreadsheet video: https://youtu.be/e499gAPkG4rk

4, VQl Spreadsheet (Excel document)

File provided

5. Scheme of Work (PDF)

File provided

6. VQl Films in the Field (YouTube Links)
VQl Roaches Video: https://youtu.be/H59K6R00Fs4

VQl Mow Cop Castle Video: https://youtu.be/YK5ZQ-Z2GRg

VQl Chatterley Whitfield Video: https://youtu.be/yrV4 PjmH-4
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