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Introduction
Since archaeology studies the full spectrum of the human past, it is
naturally an academic discipline that engages a very wide range of topics
– spanning the humanities, social sciences, physical sciences, and
technology.

Often, archaeological projects also take place in

international settings, with team members joining from around the
world. Therefore, archaeological fieldwork offers an ideal laboratory for
experimenting with interdisciplinary learning in intercultural settings.
Over the last several years, our project has engaged university students
in a field research program either by hosting them in Armenia or through
their remote contributions.

Students have joined our project as

volunteers or as part of official university courses in order to learn about
archaeology and the digital humanities. Their experiences shed light on
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the learning context of archaeological field projects within an
interdisciplinary and intercultural framework.
Archaeology and Learning in the Field
Archaeology is the study of the human past through the material remains
people left behind. Archaeologists examine objects such as pottery
vessels, stone tools, animal bones, and architecture in order to
understand how people lived and how societies functioned. Ours is a
situated science – you need to travel to the place you will investigate to
work directly with tangible sites, objects, and entire landscapes.
Archaeologists often venture far from their home to conduct fieldwork.
The main methods deployed in the field include surface survey – walking
through a landscape to look for new sites – and excavation – digging select
sites to record where remnants of past societies were deposited. The
combination of the labor-intensive work with the diversity of the
evidence means that archaeologists must work as a team to deploy a wide
range of skills and expertise.
Given the hands-on nature of this research, it has become cliché
to say that ‘archaeologists learn everything in the field’. Indeed, the
fieldwork context is just as important for training new archaeologists as it
is for conducting research.

Fieldwork, therefore, serves as

complementary in a balanced educational program accompanied by
reading-intensive study and classroom learning. Many university-level
educational curricula now require students to attend ‘field-schools’,
structured programs where the students will travel to live and work at an
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archaeological field project for a few weeks or months. During this time,
students contribute to surveys and excavations while receiving detailed
instruction and guidance. This can be considered a type of apprenticeship
that aims to build skills for future career prospects (Aitchison, 2004; Cobb
& Croucher, 2012). Such experiential field experiences are quite common
in several academic disciplines, and they have been found to have
significant benefits and potential drawbacks. For example, Munge et al.
(2018:39) note the strengths of outdoor fieldwork in training related to
“engagement, outreach, and professional competencies,” but also note
weaknesses existing “in the areas of equity, logistics, and standards.”
In addition to their educational importance for students, fieldschools often enable students to obtain unique personal experiences.
Young students may travel away from home for the first time, meet new
people from different cultures, and work intensively together with a team
towards a shared goal. The social context and physical exertion of
fieldwork may also lead to challenges such as safety, equity, and power
imbalances (Peixotto et al., 2021). Given this dynamic and exciting
context, the field-school is naturally a place where both intercultural and
interdisciplinary learning takes place every day, simultaneous with a
process of self-discovery.
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The international team excavating in Armenia
Background of the Field Project in Armenia
Our first season of work in Armenia took place during the summer of 2018
with four students joining from the University of Pennsylvania. We
returned to Armenia in 2019 to commence a new project called the Ararat
Plain Southeast Archaeological Project (APSAP). This is a collaboration
between the University of Hong Kong and the Institute of Archaeology
and Ethnography of the National Academy of Sciences of the Republic of
Armenia. APSAP’s goal is to understand past human life and mobility
within and through the Vedi river valley, which is located along the
southeastern edge of the Ararat plain. Each summer, we travel to
Armenia to conduct surface survey throughout the valley, and we are
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undertaking a major excavation at the Vedi Fortress, the most prominent
site in the valley.
Our project strives to bring together a team from around the
world to create an intercultural learning environment. We particularly
emphasize engaging more students from east Asia into the study of the
ancient past of southwest Asia (the ancient Near East). During the 2019
season, undergraduate students traveled to Armenia to take part in the
project as volunteers from Turkey, Armenia, the United States, Hong
Kong, and Mainland China. We then planned to hold a field-school course
through the University of Hong Kong (HKU) for the summer 2020 season
as part of HKU’s experiential learning curriculum (Cheung, 2021). This
course, within the Faculty of Education, is called BBED6796: Cultural
Heritage and Information in the Field. Although it was offered in 2020,
we were unable to travel to Armenia. As a result, Hong Kong students
engaged remotely in digital humanities work to process data from the
2019 season. They were joined by two undergraduate students from the
United States and a volunteer from the United Kingdom.
The field-school course was again offered in the summer of 2021
but again we could not travel. With a larger group of Hong Kong students
than in the previous year, we undertook multiple digital projects including
3D modeling of ancient architecture, searching satellite imagery for
potential sites, and creating pottery databases.

The field director

traveled to Armenia later in the summer to conduct some fieldwork with
Armenian partners. We are planning for a much larger fieldwork season
during the summer of 2022 that may include students from the United
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States, India, Armenia, Hong Kong, and Mainland China. Although the
field-school course BBED6796 is being offered again at HKU, the students
from Hong Kong registered in this course may choose not to travel. They
will work instead on remote digital projects but will have opportunities to
connect with other students in Armenia.
Interdisciplinary Learning
Archaeology is inherently an interdisciplinary pursuit as a result of the
wide range of materials archaeologists collect and analyze.

As

archaeologists, we are compelled to examine all aspects of the human
past, spanning a diversity of datatypes. We study the ways people used
and moved through landscapes and how landscapes impacted human
society, so we engage with geologists and geographers. Among the
objects we find during excavation are animal bones and ancient seeds, so
we look to specialists in biology and chemistry to help us determine what
people ate in the past. Material scientists might assist us in studying the
clays and other ingredients used to make pottery or mudbricks for
houses. Historians guide us through the written records when they exist.
We must analyze each of these datasets and combine them to understand
the totality of past societies. Therefore, our archaeological field team
hosts specialists from many disciplines and the students who join the
field-school have exposure to all these topics. Our project particularly
focuses on collaborating with research engineers who can help us to
improve the ways we work, including collecting and analyzing digital data
(Cobb et al., 2019). This type of interdisciplinary work provides significant
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opportunity for innovations in the humanities, including in our teaching
(Ugolini, 2021). As Perry (2004, 239) posits, “authentic learning occurs
when individuals, both students and professional archaeologists, form
communities to address real archaeological questions, and to negotiate
knowledge construction through meaningful social interactions.” The
expansive horizon of archaeological research means that our students
must navigate multiple academic fields and form extended communities
and networks.
Rover (2002:369) highlighted the “integrative process or
relationship” that occurs when multiple academic fields work together in
interdisciplinary learning. Decades ago, Davis (1995) considered that
learning would need to shift from purely focused on the acquisition of
knowledge and facts to the creative application of these ideas in
productive ways. He suggested that disciplines had become too focused
to address broad challenges in society and therefore that structural
changes would lead to more interdisciplinary teaching. In a book edited
by Sim and Sim (2021), several essays discuss the possibilities and
contributions afforded by interdisciplinary archaeological fieldwork in the
exemplary educational system of Singapore.

Within the context of

Chinese archaeology, Ge (2021) emphasizes how the diversity of research
materials in archaeology necessitates interdisciplinary study and thus
advocates for cross-disciplinary learning for archaeological students in
the Chinese curriculum.

Similarly, Zhang (2020) highlights how

cooperation across disciplines strengthens and develops archaeological
research. Song (2020) notes that professional training for archaeologists
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must include training in other disciplines in order to support the
advancement of the field as a whole, where archaeologists themselves
become interdisciplinary. The type of collaboration that naturally occurs
at an archaeological field-school like ours provides an opportunity for
students to develop new perspectives and engage in meaningful thinking
and innovation to meet various challenges (Repko & Szostak, 2017). At
the same time, students can reflect on how archaeology complements
other fields, learn how to communicate with multiple stakeholder groups,
and integrate archaeology into other disciplines to create and explore
new ways of thinking (Blouet, 2020).
The subfield of the digital humanities in particular offers an
opportunity

for

interdisciplinary

collaboration

and

learning

in

archaeology. Digital technology has found a place in enhancing the
teaching of archaeology. Derudas and Berggren (2021) used interactive
3D models to introduce students to the methods and theories of
archaeological excavation. Peuramaki-Brown et al. (2020:1) emphasize
that all teaching methods should offer "engaging and accessible
educational experiences" that touch on “social/emotional, teaching, and
cognitive” presences. They propose a ‘grand challenge’ for archaeologists
to research digital and remote teaching in order to improve our
pedagogy, particularly for the situations where students cannot attend a
field-school. Garstki et al. (2019) undertook an experiment where a
classroom of students was introduced to excavation methods through a
type of 3d animation projected on large screens. They found the ability
to interact with life-scale models of past archaeological contexts useful
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for teaching about these concepts. At our project, we were forced to
have students work only with digital data during the 2020 and 2021 field
seasons due to travel restrictions. However, we found that students
enjoyed developing new digital skills in 3D modeling, mapping, and
database creation.
Archaeology is a destructive science since we must excavate and
remove the data from the ground in order to record them. Therefore, it
is imperative that we carefully record and share all information so that
other scholars can evaluate our results. Like many archaeologists, we
deploy a range of digital technologies to improve our data collection
efforts in the field. When we undertake surface survey, we utilize global
navigation satellite systems (GNSS) and a mobile phone app to geolocate
each artifact or architectural remain we locate. Later, we upload these to
geographic information systems (GIS) and relational databases to map
and analyze the locations of sites in our landscape. We also use an aerial
photography platform (drone) to photograph sites and landscapes.
During excavation, we record all our data into a mobile phone database
and create 3D models of each volume of dirt we remove from the ground.
In the field lab we photograph, weigh, and 3D scan most of the artifacts
we have found during survey or excavation. The students who join our
field-school gain experience with all these different technologies.
In addition to deploying all the latest digital archaeological
methods, our field project also serves as a laboratory for advancing
technological innovations in archaeology. Specifically, we are focusing on
improving our ability to collect significant quantities of data at both a high
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level of precision and within a small amount of time. Digging is a slow and
laborious process that could benefit from mechanization and automation.
We have formed partnerships with various research engineers in order to
develop solutions to the challenges of fieldwork.

At HKU, we are

establishing a Student Interest Group (SIG) in the Innovation Wing of the
Faculty of Engineering to attract engineering students to work with our
project. Possible collaborations include improving 3d scanning of objects,
experimenting with laser topographic mapping from drones, and working
with augmented and virtual reality. We also hope to improve our ability
to dig using robots or vacuums that can remove and filter the dirt quickly.
After all, beyond just computer science, we can interact with many types
of engineering. For example, Pérez-Mejía & Pierce (2014) review the
roles that civil engineering specialists can play during the discovery and
conservation of archaeological sites and remains. Our direct interaction
with engineers means that we attract an interdisciplinary set of students
to our project. Archaeology students can work together with engineering
students to solve problems in the field (Cobb et al., 2019).
Intercultural Experiences
The interdisciplinary mode of learning explored above often takes place
in situ at archaeological field projects. On-site fieldwork brings students
to places far from their homes and introduces them to new cultures.
Additionally, students from a variety of backgrounds live and work
together in an intensive research environment, leading to many personal
encounters. The students who join our archaeological field project co-
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inhabit houses owned by local Armenians in the peaceful rural villages of
the Vedi river valley, especially the agricultural town of Urtsadzor. In
some cases, Armenian hosts might continue living in the same household
with the students. Everyone works closely together during intensive
workdays that can last 10 hours. In their free time, the students socialize
with each other and with their Armenian peers. The students joining us
from multiple countries therefore gain significant exposure not only to
local culture, including daily habits, food, religion, architecture, and social
life, but also to the cultural traits of their peers. Ultimately, everyone
involved must function successfully together as a team in order to
conduct our scientific research. As Zutter and Grekul (2020:1) point out
in their description of their experiment with community-integrated
learning, “common goals, shared responsibilities, and open lines of
correspondence are key to the success.”
During the 2019 summer field season, each member of our
international team wrote a public blog post for the APSAP website
(http://openarchaeology.org/armenia). Some of the students reflected
on their intercultural experiences. For example, the HKU student Ms.
Yadian Wang, from Mainland China, noted that “I didn’t realize this would
be such an unforgettable memory” and “I am grateful about the village
life with all the warm people here.”iv In another blog post, the HKU
undergraduate students Ms Jeannie Ko and Ms Eunice Lai observed that
it was “special” that they could “cook by ourselves! We had an
international team with members from different countries. Every meal
iv

http://openarchaeology.org/armenia/2019-blog03
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was just like an international food fiesta with Armenian, Turkish, Chinese
and American cuisine.”v
Another poignant observation was offered by the Turkish student
Ms. Eda Kesim. The countries of Turkey and Armenia have a long history
of animosity and conflict that has led to challenges with the perceptions
that their contemporary populations have about each other. In Ms.
Kesim’s blog post she reflects on this as well as on her experiences during
the visit: “Before I came to Armenia, I was a little worried about how
people react to me. Now, I feel like at home! People are very kind and
generous. I realized that we have similar cultures like foods, idioms,
behaviors, etc.”vi
These positive experiences and reflections should be balanced
against potential challenges and issues inherent in the intercultural fieldschool. First, of course, are language barriers, since the international
students cannot converse with local Armenians who do not know English.
In Armenia, many younger people speak English, but older people speak
Russian, so this also complicates cross-generational interactions. During
the 2019 field season, conversations around our dinner table took place
in English, Armenian, Cantonese, Mandarin and Turkish. While this was
an exciting environment to be part of and was often good naturedly
remarked upon by the students, such language barriers may also lead to
feelings of exclusion.

v
vi

http://openarchaeology.org/armenia/2019-blog05
http://openarchaeology.org/armenia/2019-blog02
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In addition, several students expressed feelings of homesickness
that often centered around food. For example, Ms. Yadian Wang also
wrote in her blog post: “One day, I was deeply homesick, missing my
family and Chinese food so much. When back to the room, Ivi, my friend
from the team, prepared the best brand instant noodles from HK, which
made me almost cried at that moment.”vii A field-school can also be
financially prohibitive and thus lead to limited diversity in terms of socioeconomic status among the team members. Baxter (2016:16-17) notes
the recent positioning of field-schools within consumer culture.

In

addition to travel and living expenses, students often lose income from
summer jobs while they participate in archaeological fieldwork.
Therefore, the significant resource allocation for field-schools often
proves to be prohibitive for students coming from less privileged
backgrounds.
Students who travel to Armenia not only learn about a new
culture, but they are also exposed to a new natural environment. When
our project hikes through the mountains to search for new sites during
surface survey, we encounter a challenging landscape.

Other

archaeological teams in Armenia have had encounters with bears, and
our team has seen several poisonous snakes. We also often hike on
rugged and steep terrain that may be difficult or at least tiring for new
team members to navigate. Thus, we must always make the students
aware of animal and hiking safety guidelines. On the other hand, this
introduction to nature has provided new opportunities to students,
vii

http://openarchaeology.org/armenia/2019-blog03
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particularly those who grew up in the dense urban environment of Hong
Kong. During the 2019 season, several HKU students learned how to
climb trees for the first time.
On the whole, it is our contention that these intercultural
experiences support an appreciation of local culture and the
development of partnerships towards mutual understanding. In their
experiments, Zutter and Grekul (2020:1) also note something similar: “We
have found that collaborative partnerships and internships result in
quality learning experiences that are not difficult to establish or maintain,
and create strong alliances between students, universities, and
community heritage institutions.” This impact on the community and on
building relationships has a reciprocal impact on expanding the worldview
of the students who participate in archaeological field-schools.
Conclusion
At the APSAP archaeological field project in Armenia, we have the dual
goals of researching the past and teaching students about how we create
knowledge. We hope this leads to a deeper appreciation of cultural
heritage but also an understanding of the critical problems we face in
understanding the human past. At the same time, the context of learning
at our archaeological field-school provides additional important
pedagogical benefits. By bringing together a diverse group of students
and specialists from around the world, the students who travel to
Armenia receive a unique intercultural experience.

The written

reflections of international students demonstrate the impact of these
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personal connections on their worldviews. The diversity of the team also
spans many academic disciplines, as necessitated by the wide range of
evidence we must analyze and interpret. Thus, the students who join our
field-school also experience a deeply-interdisciplinary research and
learning environment.

Situated learning in the field provides an

opportunity for students to explore their own motivations and ambitions.
As Brickhouse (2001:286) observes, ‘‘learning is not merely a matter of
acquiring knowledge, it is a matter of deciding what kind of person you
are and want to be and engaging in those activities that make one a part
of the relevant communities.’’
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