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Students Overcome Multiple Challenges to Conduct River Research

by John McLaughlin

Rivers are powerful teachers. Readers of this journal surely
appreciate this wisdom, but its practical significance seems to
escape many colleges and universities. The vast majority of
undergraduate instruction is confined within classroom walls.
Field programs of all kinds have been declining nationwide, a
trend accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Student frustration
with online learning mirrored similar experiences with lecture-
based instruction, leading many to reevaluate college options.
Simultaneously, the need for well-trained river professionals has
increased with deepening river conservation concerns, growing
recreational demand, and thinly stretched agency resources.
River-based field education programs provide compelling
responses to these issues. This article summarizes student
research and experiences in one program, which is linked to a

Sampling aquatic macroinvertebrates in the
Elbow Creek burn zone on the Grande Ronde River.

national network of river-based field courses.

River field courses fulfill several important needs. First,
they provide essential training and experience for river scientists
and other river professionals. Field training develops abilities
to recognize river concepts in reality, discern river hazards,
and practical skills. River variability and uncertainty provide
opportunities to develop problem-solving skills, helping students
become more resourceful, resilient, and self-confident. Second,
students work in teams toward shared goals, which helps them
develop interpersonal skills needed for effective leadership.
Third, field courses help students make connections to real rivers,
leading to sense of place and motivating river stewardship. For

(continued on page 16)
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