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Introduction

This essay reflects on the format of a course in human geography at the

University of Copenhagen. More specifically it investigates how a high de-

gree of student freedom with regard to the content and format of the course

was experienced by both the students and the teacher. It thereby focusses

on overall learning outcomes and on the alignment between student expec-

tations, teaching activities (TLAs) and assessment. Subject of analysis is

the course “Land use transitions in the Global South”, for which I am the

course responsible.

The focus of this essay is on how both students and teacher experienced

the course “Land use transitions in the Global South” in the academic year

2013-2014.

The specific research questions are:

a) How was the overall format of the course experienced by the students?

b) How did students experience the freedom in setting the content of their

lectures (but also being subjected to other groups that set the content)?

c) Was the format of the course aligned with student expectations and with

the final assessment?

d) How did the teacher experience the course?
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Course description

“Land use transitions in the Global South” is a new course that ran for

the first time during teaching bloc 1 (September-November) in the aca-

demic year 2013-2014. The aim of the course is to provide an overview of

the dominant contemporary land use transitions taking place in developing

countries. Using case studies from Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Pa-

cific, it explores physical, socio-economic as well as institutional aspects of

land use and land use change, and links these to contemporary debates such

as economic globalization, global food crises, biofuel production, land grab

and nature conservation.

Overall format

The overall course format was designed to facilitated progressive student

centred learning over time. Emphasis shifted from initial more teacher fa-

cilitated learning to student self-facilitated learning and use and change of

concepts (Trigwell, Prosser & Waterhouse 1999). The students in the 2013

course were subjected to the following course scheme (Appendix A):

1. Teacher driven lectures
These lectures were prepared by the teacher, with literature defined by

the teacher. The students typically were provided with a session outline

beforehand which stated the Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs), the

TLAs and some guiding questions for the readings (Appendix B).

2. Guest lectures
These followed the same scheme as the teacher driven lectures, but

were taught by a guest researcher/lecturer. In the 2013 course, two such

lectures took place.

3. Student driven lectures
These lectures were effectively a group work exercise. The work con-

sisted of preparing a whole teaching session (including setting the

topic, identifying the literature and deciding on the format) per group

around the group’s specific topic of interest.

4. A wrap-up teacher driven lecture
A part from summarising what students (felt they) had learned during
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the course, the last lecture explored an additional topic that the students

wanted to learn more about but that had not been accommodated in the

previous lectures.

The final assessment of the course was an essay-based examination

(Appendix B). Students were asked to write a 2500 word essay around the

topic of their group work. The essay had to be handed in one week prior

to the exam date. The 20 minute individual oral examination started with

the student briefly presenting (orally, not with e.g. power point) his or her

essay, after which a short discussion on the essay took place between the

student, the teacher and sometimes the censor. Thereafter the student had

to answer/discuss one or two additional questions covering other parts of

the course.

Student driven lectures

The student driven lectures could be called “a student focussed strategy

aimed at students changing their concepts” (Trigwell, Prosser & Water-

house 1999). The idea behind these lectures was that an exercise in a small

group would motivate the students more in learning about the course sub-

ject (Springer et al. 1999). During the actual session, the students presented

their topic to their peers in class, and initiated and guided the subsequent

discussion. By making students teach each other I hoped to optimise learn-

ing (William Glasser quoted in Bigs and Tang, 2011: 86). By allowing stu-

dents to freely choose their session topics, content, format and fellow group

members I aimed to create a so called Theory Y climate (Biggs & Tang

2011). This student freedom was however ‘organised’ by clear guidelines

(Appendix D).

Already in the very first session of the course, the students were asked

to organise themselves around a particular topic of interest related to the

overall course theme. Very broad ‘working topics’ were suggested by the

teacher, but students were free to suggest new or different themes. An initial

(plenary) brainstorm on the working topics and subsequent group formation

according to topic of interest were done in an interactive way during this

first session. In the following week, the separate groups had to delineate

their topic and identify appropriate scientific literature (corresponding to 3

peer reviewed articles) for their session. Deadline for communicating the

final topic and literature was in the third week of the course. Prior to this

students received teacher feedback and guidance (literature identification).
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In the fourth week of the course students received guidance on the proposed

format of their session. The first student driven lecture was held in the fifth

week of the course. A typical student session would consist of two parts: a

first ‘presenting’ part consisting of a short student presentation and a clar-

ifying discussion round and a second ‘discussion’ part with small group

discussions and a final plenary discussion. The discussion questions for the

second part originated from the presenting group and from an ‘opponent’

group (Appendix D).

Research methods

To evaluate how students experienced 1) the overall format of the course,

and 2) the freedom in setting the student driven lectures, a group interview

was held during the last session of the course. All students that followed the

course in the mentioned academic year participated. Additional information

from the official (anonymous) course evaluation is used. To evaluate the

alignment between student expectations of the course, the TLA’s and the

final assessment, I will present teacher reflections on the development of

the course and the performances of the students both during the student

driven lectures and at the final assessment.

Results

Students’ experiences

Overall format
The results of the focus group interview held during the last session of the

course indicated that, overall, the students found the format of the course

appealing. Students comments in the official evaluation were: “Good dis-

cussions and room for influence”, “The teacher seems to have given a great

deal of thought to how and where improvements can be made so the stu-

dents have the best learning outcome” and “Good, relevant literature and

subjects covered” (Universitet 2013). Other parts of the official course eval-

uation reveal that students experienced a good coherence between the dif-

ferent parts of the course, that they felt they had achieved the competences

promised in the course description, and that the work load had not been

too high (or low). With respect to the student driven lectures, most students
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held the opinion that the group work stimulated them in profoundly inves-

tigating, debating (within the group) and gaining in-depth knowledge of a

specific topic. This was something that would not so easily have happened

with ordinary teacher driven lectures, according to the students.

Challenges
The following challenges were identified with respect to the student driven

lectures: 1) variation in the academic level of presentations of different

groups, 2) pace of the discussion during the student sessions and the chal-

lenge for students to distil the main messages of the discussion, 3) moti-

vation for reading/preparing for other groups’ sessions. With respect to the

first challenge, some students expressed their need for a short supportive

presentation of the teacher on the topic of the day. This presentation would

serve the purpose of framing the discussion presented by that day’s group.

Emphasis should be on the theoretical and historical background of the

topic. The second issue refers to the difficulty students experienced when

they were trying to actively participate in a lively discussion and simulta-

neous annotate what was being said. A part from the presented material

(typical power point or Prezi slides) of the presenting group, no written

material was provided on the session. Many of the important background

or contextual discussions after the presentation were exclusively oral. As

a teacher I took notes on what was omitted in the presentation and what

aspects of the topic needed to be more thoroughly discussed during the re-

mainder of the session. I then introduced these issues during the discussion.

However, students found it very hard to note these points down and at the

same time participate in the discussion. One suggested solution was that

the presenting group should take notes of the discussion, and post these on

the virtual classroom, Absalon, to everyone’s benefit. Finally the students

declared that they had not been so motivated to prepare and read up on

the other groups’ sessions since they were not sure what to expect (what

(level of participation) would be demanded of them during the session) and

because the final assessment focussed predominantly on their own session

and the associated essay.

In fact, this last aspect turned out to be a major concern of the students.

It was suggested that the topic of the essay should be freer and perhaps

even compulsory different from the group work topic. Students said it was

‘boring’ to work on the same topic. Another general remark was that the

guiding questions for the reading for both the student and the teacher driven

lectures (posted on Absalon before each session, see Appendix B) were too
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specific. Several students expressed the wish for more in-depth, analytical

questions. They argued that this would motivate them to read the whole text

rather than to look for the answer to the specific questions.

Teacher reflection

Development of the course and overall alignment
As a teacher I was overall very satisfied with this course. Students showed

enthusiasm for the proposed course format and were genuinely eager to get

started on the group work. All groups kept the deadlines for identifying

literature, posting presentations online and sending in essays. All groups

successfully prepared and conducted a student driven session and partici-

pation rates were high throughout the course. The overall level of the essays

was good and most students performed well, if not very well on the exam.

Students felt confident talking about their essays and discussing the two

additional questions during the oral examination.

Potential improvements to the format
As indicated by the group discussion in the last session, there is room for

improvement. With respect to the student driven sessions, I agree with the

students that the academic level of the different sessions was subject to

variation. It is hence valid and useful to reflect on how a more homogenous

output can be achieved or at least how a more homogenous overview of

the different topics can be achieved. A short teacher presentation could in-

deed accommodate any ‘missing links’ in the group presentation. Another

solution could be to present and discuss these ‘missing links’ explicitly at

the whiteboard after the group presentation. A written (e.g. bullet points

on the white board) final wrap up at the end of each session could then in-

clude these missing links and could to a great extent also accommodate the

second challenge identified by the students: combining participation in the

discussion and taking notes. This wrap-up summary could, as suggested by

the students, be written up in a document and posted on Absalon by the

presenting group. The third student concern, the motivation of students to

prepare for one of the other group work topics and the related remark that it

would be more interesting to write the essay on a different topic than one’s

own group work, was addressed instantly during the course. Once I realised

that several students had the same desire, I released the requirement that the

essay had to be on the group work topic. This happened in the last teaching

session as a direct result of students’ remarks during the plenary evaluation
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discussion. It was still in time for most students’ essays, since these were

due one week later and since most students had not started on their essays

yet. However, I will make the essay topic free in next year’s course. The

essay can then be on any topic related to the topics discussed during the

course and still has to show a clear connection to the course. Finally, I will

accommodate the student wish for more analytical questions as guidance to

the weekly readings.

Additional teacher reflections
In my opinion, the careful planning of the introductory session was crucial

for the success of the course (Appendix E). This session served the purpose

of identifying and discussing student and teacher expectations and respon-

sibilities. This was done by: 1) explicitly communicating and discussing

the structure of the course, of the group work and of the final assessment,

2) asking students explicitly about their expectations and by emphasizing

that they could (and were in fact expected to) influence the content of the

course, hence giving students a sense of ownership of the course and 3) ini-

tiating group interactions for the student driven sessions through a plenary

brainstorming exercise. Ample time was reserved for student remarks and

questions throughout. Contrary to previous courses, I received very few ad-

ditional questions and queries from the students during the remainder of the

course, indicating that mutual expectations and responsibilities of teacher

and students were sufficiently clear from the first session. Finally, the first

session was very helpful for the teacher to get a feel for student motivation,

dedication and drive. Further along the course, the practical session for lit-

erature identification (session 3, see Appendix A) gave me an insight in

group dynamics and allowed me to guide the different groups in their topic

discussions and in planning their session. The group consultation session

(session 7) further supported these processes.

More importantly perhaps, I feel that an open teacher – student com-

munication formed the basis for mutual satisfaction. I found the students

motivated and cooperative throughout and students were not shy in sug-

gesting improvements to the course or session format along the way and in

willingly implementing them.

Example of a successful student suggestion for format improvements along
the way
The discussion part of the first student driven session proved to be too

time-demanding (see appendix 4 for the initial format of the discussion
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part of the student driven sessions). The students then suggested two im-

provements: 1) to immediately mix the groups (i.e. to skip the step with the

‘specialized’ groups), and 2) to distribute the various questions among the

discussion groups and then discuss the results of the questions in plenary

afterwards (instead of each group going through all the discussion ques-

tions). We successfully implemented this during the second student session

and kept the new format for the remainder of the course.

Conclusion

Overall, both students and teacher showed a high degree of satisfaction

with the current format of “Land Use Transitions in the Global South”. The

general good performance of the students both on the group work and on the

final essay and examination suggests that the course format aligned ILO’s,

TLA’s and final assessment. A Theory Y climate was realised as indicated

by overall student enthusiasm and a positive evaluation of the student driven

lectures. A comprehensive introductory session setting out clear guidelines

and presenting the overall course framework within which student freedom

could be exercised were very helpful for the overall success of the course.

The theory Y climate for student learning may, in this particular case, be

further improved by 1) giving students the freedom to determine the topic

of the essay, and 2) inserting a little more teacher guidance in extracting

the main points of the student lectures. Finally, the results of this study

suggest that a general open communication between students and teacher

throughout the course is a premise for successful student engagement and

motivation, and ultimately for obtaining the intended learning outcomes.



29 The theory Y climate applied:... 361

A Course outline for “Land use transitions in the Global
South”
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B Final assessment
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C Course outline “Managing the use of land ”
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THE THEORY Y CLIMATE APPLIED: 
STUDENT DRIVEN LECTURES AND HOW A HIGH DEGREE OF STUDENT FREEDOM CAN 
POSITIVELY INFLUENCE BOTH TEACHER AND STUDENT SATISFACTION IN TERMS OF 

LEARNING OUTCOMES IN A TYPICAL HUMAN GEOGRAPHY COURSE 
 

1. Introduction 

This essay reflects on the format of a course in human geography at the University of Copenhagen. More 
specifically it investigates how a high degree of student freedom with regard to the content and format of the 
course was experienced by both the students and the teacher. It thereby focusses on overall learning outcomes 
and on the alignment between student expectations, teaching activities (TLAs) and assessment. Subject of 
analysis is the course ‘Land use transitions in the Global South’, for which I am the course responsible.  

The focus of this essay is on how both students and teacher experienced the course ‘Land use transitions in the 
Global South’ in the academic year 2013-2014.  

The specific research questions are: 
a) How was the overall format of the course experienced by the students?  
b) How did students experience the freedom in setting the content of their lectures (but also being 

subjected to other groups that set the content)? 
c) Was the format of the course aligned with student expectations and with the final assessment? 
d) How did the teacher experience the course? 

2. Course description 

 ‘Land use transitions in the Global South’ is a new course that ran for the first time during teaching bloc 1 
(September-November) in the academic year 2013-2014. The aim of the course is to provide an overview of the 
dominant contemporary land use transitions taking place in developing countries. Using case studies from 
Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Pacific, it explores physical, socio-economic as well as institutional aspects of 
land use and land use change, and links these to contemporary debates such as economic globalization, global 
food crises, biofuel production, land grab and nature conservation.  

2.1. Overall formati 

The overall course format was designed to facilitated progressive student centred learning over time. Emphasis 
shifted from initial more teacher facilitated learning to student self-facilitated learning and use and change of 
concepts (Trigwell et al., 1999). The students in the 2013 course were subjected to the following course 
scheme (Appendix 1): 

1) Teacher driven lectures 
These lectures were prepared by the teacher, with literature defined by the teacher. The students typically 
were provided with a session outline beforehand which stated the Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs), the 
TLAs and some guiding questions for the readings (Appendix 2).  
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D Group work guidelines
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E Introductory session outline
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