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To secure constructive alignment for the course
“Biodiversity in Urban Nature”

Hans Peter Ravn

Forest & Landscape, University of Copenhagen

This project wants to discuss the following topics: If there is alignment

between intended learning outcomes, the choice of the teaching methods,

assessment method and if this is reflected in the exam result and student

evaluations of the course.

Intended learning outcomes of “Biodiversity in Urban
Nature” (BUN)

When the course has been completed, the participants are expected to have

achieved the following:

Knowledge:

• Identification of elements and conditions that promote and increase

diversity of mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, insects and other

arthropods, plants including trees and fungi in the urban environment

• Expected consequences on diversity of practical actions taken

• Interactions between plants, herbivores and organisms on other tropic

levels

• Methods on quantification of biological diversity

Skills:

• Able to suggest which actions that in a given situation will result in

increased, reduced or orientated development in the biological diversity.
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• Able to explain relationships and interactions among organisms in a

given location and situation and the reasons for absence or presence

• Ability to analyze and evaluate the potential for development in biolo-

gical diversity among organisms in a given locality

• Measures to put up a goal for development of diversity in a given area

and for evaluation and documentation of fulfillment of the ambition.

Competences:

• Transform theoretical knowledge to practical action in a situation given

limited frames

• Judge biological elements, potential, and possible developmental issues

of nature areas in urban environment

• Discuss biological aspects in connection to management and mediating

biological issues of nature in urban environment – authenticity, aesthet-

ical values, aspects of recreation and first-hand nature experiences

Teaching methods

Teaching was organized as a combination of lectures, excursions, practical

exercises and seminars/colloquia on essential papers. Group work was fo-

cused on specific selected topics and one major exercise was writing an es-

say about a specific case, theme or topic. Lectures included several invited

guest lecturers: Specialists that gave first hand presentations from their field

of work and answered questions from students in relation to their subject

of expertise.

Assessment method

Assessment was made as a summative assessment – a final examination at

the end of the course.

The examination was intended to be a combination of oral, practical and

portfolio exam since the essay was the background for part of examination.

Description of examination: The individual oral exam lasts about twenty-

five minutes. It consists of a short (eight minutes) presentation of the topic

of the essay followed by questions on this (eight minutes). In addition the

student will draw a question in relation to lectures and exercises (eight

minutes). Weight: Group essay: 34%. Individual oral presentation of essay:

33%. Oral examination on drawn, general question: 33%.
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Course

The practical part of the course was carried out according to the course

plan (Appendix A) through nine weeks in September to November 2012.

The course description is available at

http://kurser.kvl.dk/presentation.aspx?coursecode=LNAK10099

and general information on the course can be found in Appendix B. It was

the first time this course was given and I was in principle the sole person

responsible for how it went. In practice I had a very good assistance from

my PhD student, without whom it would have been much more difficult – if

possible at all - to run the course. There was a lot of practical confusion with

registration of the participants on the course homepage Absalon and with

finding a suitable room for the teaching. I had put a limit of thirty partici-

pants in the course description. But this limitation did not work. Forty-one

students tried to register, but several were manually deleted by the adminis-

tration. However, there was never achieved a updated list on Absalon of the

students that actually attended the course. And the class room given to us

in advance had a limit of twenty-four persons. And if you had twenty-four

persons in that room there was no space for making group work etc. So

the group had to find new rooms for every lesson. At the end twenty-seven

students had followed the course and passed the exam.

Reflections on compulsory readings

For each course day two papers of compulsory reading was up-loaded for

the students to read in advance. The papers were chosen of course as an

introduction to the topic of that day. If we could find a review paper, this was

preferred, otherwise we used papers presenting results from good, specific

scientific study. The part of the compulsory papers was organized at the

beginning of the lecture. This was decided after another experience: If you

start the lectures at 8:00 in the morning, only a minor proportion of the

students will be there. From 8-9 there were self-study of the papers of that

day in the class or at home. I or my assistant would be around for answering

questions part of the time. The students were separated in two parts, A or B

reading and preparing presentation of either of the two papers for the day.

From 9-9:15 they should discuss the papers in each of the groups (A and

B), and 9:15-9:30 A should inform B about the content of their paper. From

9:30-9:45 B should inform A, and finally 9:45-10 we would all discuss

the clues of the papers in common. Then there was a break from 10-10:30
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when the lecture(s) of the day began. The students were well prepared the

first several days. However, they then being less careful in their preparation,

probably because no-one had been appointed as responsible for presenting

the results of the group. I tried to prepare some specific questions for the

students where the answers could be found in the text in the papers. This

worked a lot better. When I had the supervised lecture it was suggested that I

prepared some more general questions like “What was the key messages?”,

“What in that paper made you wonder?”, “Do you know any examples...?”

I am sure I will use this in addition to appointment of responsible group

rapporteur in future courses.

In the process of alignment of structure from intended learning out-

comes through teaching methods to evaluation reading and discussing sci-

entific papers is essential. Especially if you have constructed the context in

which the answers to relevant questions could be drawn from the text in

the paper, you have created a situation where deep and durable learning is

difficult to avoid! Several of the students expressed that they liked this part

– reading relevant and contemporary scientific papers – was new to them

but had given them new insight into what research actually is.

Reflections on exercises

Learning outcome is much better when students work practically with and

exploit the knowledge found in literature and given in lectures. It was the

intention that all lectures and excursions should involve exercises. Most did

but not all. Especially when you have invited specialist – we had twenty in

all on this course – you cannot always control what they present or do dur-

ing their presentation. So, in several occasions the external, invited speakers

gave a traditional oral lecture. However, as was discovered by the evalua-

tion at the end of the course, the students did appreciate this as long as

it was a good presentation. After all several of the invited speakers were

very good at making oral presentations that was provocative, gave an good

overview or in other ways fitted very well into the course program.

The exercises were of different types: Some were practical. E.g. test-

ing the use of a practical method measuring the flora diversity following

a method description or theoretical by drawing a garden plan that favors

wild bees. Another example was the classification of the parks visited dur-

ing a whole day excursion and using a modified version of “The Singapore

Index”.
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The students responded very positively to doing exercises, but nega-

tively if the time for presenting and consolidating the results was too lim-

ited. This of course will be anticipated in future courses.

In the process of constructive alignment exercises are of course essen-

tial since it is the ultimate learning by doing situation that is created.

Reflections on excursions

There was arranged several excursions during the course. Both short excur-

sions on campus or in the vicinity of the institute and whole day excursions

by bike and a single excursion by bus. The idea behind the excursion in

this particular course is of course that you should see what the situation

and solutions could look like in practice. The students like excursions very

much. The risk is that they just feel they are good entertainment. It is of

course no problem that the learning is entertaining as well, but you should

secure the learning process by linking what you see during excursion to the

more theoretical part by governing the attention to the particular aspects

you want. This could be achieved by attaching an exercise to the excursion

– e.g. filling out a classification table of what you see or ask them to prepare

a follow-up presentation addressing specific topics.

In the process of alignment excursions are very useful since the student

here could see how theory works in practice and if you arrange meeting

with experts on site, it could be persons that has the same task that could be

the future task of the students. In this way you could stimulate engagement

in learning: They could see the relevance of what they learn. It could be

useful in their future position.

Reflections on lectures

At their best lectures – oral presentations - should be the situation where

you mediate an overview of the topic you want to be part of the learning. It

is often claimed – also during the KNUD course discussed - that traditional

oral lectures does not promote learning. However, some – if not all – of

the students expect to get at least some lectures pulling together essential

knowledge from a larger area in an easy consumable way. They eagerly

took notes and were willing to learn and repeat what you tell them.

It is however essential to include both problem-oriented teaching and

student-orientated teaching in your presentation. When you have a lot of
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external, invited speakers you may not always be able to govern their pre-

sentations. However, both when you introduce the topic and when you wrap

up the presentation or put it into the context of the whole course you may

start by addressing the student with questions like “Why is this important?

What would you do if you were in a situation...? What is the connection

between what you have just heard and what you saw the other day at...?”.

Lectures should consist of several teaching elements – and oral presen-

tations should vary as well with situations where learning is among the stu-

dents, between teacher and students and in the single students alone giving

them time for reflection.

At this BUN course several of the guest lecturers were excellent speak-

ers and teachers involving the students and engaging them. Some were

more average. In all cases it is the task as course responsible to put the con-

tributions into the context and considering keeping up the intended learning

outcome throughout the course.

In the process of alignment referring to common goals and making cross

references to literature and excursion sights is the glue that makes the dif-

ferent topics of the course fit and stick together.

Reflections on essays

The one larger assignment during this course of course had much attention

from the students from the first day. It was stressed that the aim of the course

was not only to learn the theory behind but also to be able to exploit that

knowledge in practice. Therefore they would in their essay be evaluated on

their ability to actually include solutions and actions that they have heard,

read about or in other ways achieved knowledge of during the course. The

restrictions on this assignment were specified very detailed and given to the

students at the very beginning of the course (Appendix C).

We were a bit in doubt how early in the course we should draw more

attention to the fact that they should write this assignment and when they

should decide which topic to write about. Too much focus too early could

disturb concentration on other important topics.

Reflections on exam

I am very happy that we had three parts or steps contributing to the final

score. Even though I had stated that they should put more focus on the
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course and on the process than on the exam, of course they had much fo-

cus on the final examination. The questions they could draw as part of the

examination were put on Absalon some weeks before the exam (Appendix

D). And they were told that they were allowed to bring notes and other aids

to the exam. But it was underlined that since they had only eight minutes

they should concentrate on the essential issues on each topic. Bring only

3-5 key words, they were advised.

In practice this secured that all students had read through the compul-

sory papers, hand-outs and notes from lectures before the exam. All except

one had prepared notes for each of the exam topics. This actually secured

that they each had gone through all the teaching material and extracted the

essential clues for each question. Since the questions or topics included

all the course topics, it had made the students actively use the material. The

scores reflects this positive effect: six students received the grade 12, twelve

students received the grade 10, eight students the grade 7 and one student

received a 4. Most of the essays had very high quality.

The writing of the essay demanded a lot of efforts by the students since

they had lessons almost until just before the exam. I have considered if it

would have been more smooth if there had been more but smaller assign-

ments spread out during the course. My conclusion so far is that the limited

time frame only allows one major assignment, and that is valuable for the

students to have one chance to choose a topic and go a bit deeper into

describing and solving and problem in a practical context. The very good

essays produced by most of the students support this conclusion, I think.

Another consequence of forcing the students to choose and work more de-

tailed with a topic is that they might consider pursuing this topic in a master

study.

After the examination the students were given comprehensive com-

ments on their essay as well as their performance at the exam and during the

course. It was stressed what was their strong sides that they could exploit

ahead and which skills had a potential for improvements.

Reflections on student evaluations

Since it was the first time the course was run, it was decided to elaborate

a bit on the course evaluation part. Two evaluation forms were made in

addition to the valuation form on Absalon (truth is I was not aware of the

latter until after we had made our own forms). In addition we held an oral
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evaluation at the end of the course, but before the exam. In addition several

– almost all – students after the examination spontaneously expressed their

gratitude about the course.

Unfortunately only seventeen, respectively fifteen, filled out the eval-

uation forms (Appendix E). However, all evaluations pointed in the same

direction: Strengths: Almost all students felt they have had learning out-

comes corresponding to what was intended or better. Improvements are

needed on the practical execution – especially they complain that the com-

pulsory literature was available with very short notice before the lectures.

This was absolutely right and explainable by the fact that this was the first

time the course was given, and preparation of the course took place during

the course. When you select the readings for the next topic you have to read

ten times as many papers as the students before you can select and upload

the right papers. However, the student at the same time complements the

selection of papers as being good and relevant. Of course improvement of

this point is easily achieved the next time the course is run.

Two or three students expressed major disappointment at the evaluation.

They were all having a landscape architect background and had expressed

uncertainty about reading science papers and species identification. More

careful adjustment of expectations will be given at the introduction in order

to address this.

Reflections on peer supervision (by other KNUD participants)

Two fellow participants, Thomas Lundhede and Morten Ingerslev attended

part of the course. They both commented the engagement and active partici-

pation of the students during the lessons they were involved in. The reflec-

tions made in connection to the practical supervision have been expressed

in the reflection paper given to Michael Drastrup from CURAGO.

Overall reflections and perspectives

The students were kept busy with relevant material and learning activities

throughout the course. More of them expressed that they have felt the nine

weeks as a continuous “learning travel” or “learning camp” that went by

very swiftly and “suddenly was over”. One advantage was that it was a

non-obligatory course, so you should and could expect engaged students.

However, it is still possible to lose them or disappoint their expectations.
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The students had a very different background: landscape architects, bi-

ologists, nature resource management. In following courses I will encour-

age group work across and mixing people with different background.

I think the practical attitude with mixture of theory, exercises and ex-

cursions (Explain – Show – Train) to a great extend secures achievement of

the alignment from intended learning outcomes through teaching methods

to evaluation – and hopefully even longer. The results - as far as the exam

– supports this. Time will show the students have brought something with

them that they will implement in their future working life.
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A Biodiversity in Urban Nature – Course plan, 29
October 2012
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B General course information
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C Information on essay
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D Exam questions
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E Course evaluation
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