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General Information 

Pre‐requisites 

 BIO2002 Ecology 

Learning objectives 

Rain forests are perhaps the most interesting of all biomes in the popular imagination. 

However, rain forests on different continents have fundamentally different characteristics 

that make each of them unique. Also within continents, regions, or overall zones the 

differences might be quite large. In this course, you will get an overview of the 

characteristics and importance of tropical rain forests, study their history and think about 

their future.  

At the end of this course, in terms of knowledge you should be able to: 

1. point out where tropical ecosystems can be found and describe what different types 
of tropical ecosystems exist, 

2. explain the structure of tropical rain forests, 
3. illustrate the global patterns in tropical ecosystem biodiversity, 
4. discuss the theories that explain the patterns in tree species diversity on a 

continental scale, 
5. built informed hypotheses on tropical rain forest development and dynamics, 
6. review the trophic dynamics in tropical rain forests, 
7. built hypotheses around the biotic interactions and co-evolutionary relationships in 

tropical ecosystems, 
8. review the idea that carbon flux and climate change are linked, 

9. describe the major problems regarding tropical ecosystem conservation, 

10. and illustrate what is known about the phylogenetic history of tropical ecosystems. 

In terms of skills and attitudes you should be able to: 

11. write and evaluate (scientific) proposals for the conservation of a tropical-
ecosystem organism, 

12. have practiced the use of scientific knowledge in different contexts (scientific, 
political, societal), 

13. provide and receive feedback in a positive and constructive manner orally and in 
written word. 

Overview 

Tropical forests are amongst the most species-rich biomes of the world. Yet, our 

understanding of their evolution, functioning and development are far from complete. 

There are three main tropical rainforest areas, the Neotropics (Central and South America), 

Africa and Asia, but for this course you will mainly focus on the Neotropics. You will look 

at what defines the tropical region, the differences and similarities between the three large 

blocks of rainforest, and investigate the structure and biodiversity of tropical rain forests. 



P A G E  | 6  MAASTRICHT SCIENCE PROGRAMME, 2022-2023 
 

Also, you will look at the development of tropical forests, how biodiversity changes over 

time (ecologically and evolutionarily) and how trophic levels work within these forests. 

Furthermore, the role of tropical forests in relation to climate change and global carbon 

cycling will be investigated, and a link will be made to tropical savannas and dry tropical 

forests. Finally, you will investigate the IUCN red list and will experience the practices of 

nature conservation in tropical areas. 

Course coordinator & tutor 

Coordinator & tutor 
 

 

Dr. Roy Erkens 
 
Maastricht Science Programme 
Paul Henri Spaaklaan 1, room B2.019 
tel.: 043-3881182  
 
e-mail: roy.erkens@maastrichtuniversity.nl  
 
 
 

Tutor 

 

Maria José Eischen-Loges 
 
MERLN 
 
Universiteitssingel 40, room C3.577 
  
e-mail: maria.eischen-loges@maastrichtuniversity.nl  
 

Instructional format and study suggestions 

Each week is devoted to two major topics in tropical (rain forest) ecology. Additionally 
there is one guest lecture and you will do video presentations on the conservation 
assignment.  

1. Communication. Please check Canvas regularly for possible announcements or changes 
in the schedule. Also check your e-mail (@students.maastrichtuniversity.nl account) on a 
regular basis for announcements from the course coordinator. Since Canvas and e-mail 
are the official ways of communication between the course coordinator and you all 
information send/posted will be supposed to be known. Next to this, please be aware that 
email correspondence between you and the coordinator/tutor is official communication 
between you and the Maastricht Science Programme. Therefore, make sure you write 
proper emails (e.g. containing a topic, start, body with text, and ending). Empty emails 
with attachments meant for handing in assignments, for instance, will be deleted and 
regarded as not being sent. 
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2. Start of course. The contents of the courses BIO1101 Introduction into Biology and 
BIO2002 Ecology are supposed to be known. If you are deficient in any of the knowledge 
taught in these courses, please re-study the material from that course. You can find the 
specific topics for review on the ‘Ecology recap’ page on Canvas.  

3. Canvas course. Please make sure to visit the Canvas page of this class. It will help you 
to keep track of what is expected from you and it contains (supportive) learning 
material that is not included in this syllabus. Canvas also holds several explanatory 
videos and all the hand in points for your assignments, as well as the discussion boards. 
The modules are arranged by week, so if you check at the start of every week, you will 
always be aware what is expected of you. 

4. Lectures. During this course there are only three lectures. During the first lecture, the 
course is introduced and a general introduction to the topic of tropical ecology is provided. 
Also, one lecture is scheduled about the IUCN Redlist. In the last week of the course, a 
guest lecturer will talk about his or her research in relation to the tropics practices and a 
short wrap-up of the course will be provided. The other three lecture slots will be used for 
the GETB assignment explained further on in the syllabus. When attending you should be 
inside the lecture theatre at the start of the lecture (when arriving later you will not be 
allowed to enter the lecture theatre).  

5. PBL sessions. During the PBL sessions, you will work on a task related to a particular 
topic in tropical ecology. A hard-copy of the tasks will be given out at the start of every 
prediscussion (but will also be available on Canvas after the tutorial session). When 
attending you should be inside the tutorial room at the start of the session (when arriving 
later you are marked as ‘late’ and this counts as 80% presence time; you need to have 
85% attendance overall, see below). Laptops should not be used during tutorial. If you 
make notes on your laptop, please print your notes before coming to class. If you use a 
tablet for note taking, please discuss its proper use during tutorial sessions with your tutor. 

As you perhaps know, all tutorial sessions are done standing. This creates a more dynamic 
setting that should aid in the learning process. Also, the set-up of the PBL session is 
different in its dynamics: 

1. difficult words: together (2m). 
2. problem statement: together (5m). 
3. brainstorm: done in subgroups (max 4 students), each subgroup has its own 

whiteboard. This assures that everybody has input in the brainstorm. At the end 
of the brainstorm every group briefly presents their results to the other groups 
(20m; 10 brainstorming, 10 presenting). 

4. analysis: together. Takes place over all white boards (8m). 
5. learning  goals: First everybody thinks 2-3m individually about the learning goals. 

These are the basis of formulating the group learning goals together (10m). 
6. self study: individual. 
7. Post-discussions: for every learning goal one person will write a summary answer 

(1-2 lines) on the whiteboard (or draws a diagram, makes a table, etc.) (10m). 
This is randomly decided, so everybody needs to prepare all learning goals. After 
this is done, the discussion focuses on adding details to the summary description 
(35m). What is very important for 3000 level is that you write the references of 
your sources on the whiteboard. 
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In order for this set-up to work you need to be active and prepared. Then you will get the 
most out of it! 

6. Academic contribution. It is expected that you are sufficiently prepared for a PBL session 
and that you have an active attitude. If you are not, you are wasting your own time and 
are inhibiting the learning progress of the group and yourself. Therefore, if you are not 
prepared you will be asked to leave the tutorial room. Furthermore, when you have missed 
a PBL session this is no excuse for turning up unprepared the next tutorial meeting, it is 
your responsibility to obtain for instance the learning goals from your fellow students.  

This class has no separate participation grade. Such a grade should also be unnecessary 
since at the 3000-level you are expected to be a self-motivated, active agent that is 
prepared to take responsibility for your own learning. This means that at 3000-level post-
discussions should be true discussions of the subject rather than simply a race to 
regurgitate as many facts as possible. You are expected to really understand what you 
have read, to be able to relate different findings to each other (including across subject 
boundaries/tutorial sessions) and to make deductions in tutorials based on what you have 
already found out. For judging your academic contribution particular attention will be paid 
to the following points: 

1. How prepared you are for tutorials: you have read the material and you have made 
notes. You can recall facts, terms, basic concepts, and answers from the texts you 
studied. 

2. Do you provide scientific references for all the knowledge you bring to class (author, 
year, journal)? For a higher level performance, I expect articles that are not on the 
‘suggested reading’ list, to show that you go beyond the information that is already 
provided. You can show your intellectual contribution on this by mentioning the 
references of your sources during the tutorial discussion since this is very important 
for a 3000 level module. 

3. Do you understand what you are talking about: i.e. can you explain concepts from 
the texts, draw diagrams etc. rather than simply reading out long passages from 
your notes (copied from papers). You demonstrate understanding of facts and ideas. 

4. Can you use your knowledge in a new context: you solve problems by applying the 
acquired knowledge, facts, techniques and rules in a different way. You connect 
information from different papers together into a coherent story; you can relate 
information in a tutorial to other tutorials and online modules. You can transfer 
knowledge from what you already know to a new situation. 

5. Can you make scientific inferences based on an analysis of what you learned: you 
break down knowledge into constituent parts. You determine how these parts relate 
to one another and to an overall structure or purpose to support generalisations. 

Your score provides you with feedback on your performance and is part of the criteria that 
determine the eligibility for a resit (see below). You can see how you did for your tutorial 
in the dedicated section on Canvas. The first week you will be given a score but this will 
not count towards your final academic contribution assessment. You can use the first two 
post-discussion sessions to get acquainted with the system (they are formative 
assessments) since they are not be part of the final assessment criteria. In this way you 
can see if you meet your expectations and mine. 

This will be scored per tutorial on the following scale: 
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Score Academic Performance 

4 You consistently demonstrate an in-depth understanding of concepts, skills, and 
processes; a Pass for all elements mentioned above, showing that you perform 
at advanced level in this class (Bloom’s taxonomy* level Analyse). 

3 You frequently demonstrate an in-depth understanding of concepts, skills, and 
processes; a Pass for elements 1-4 mentioned above, showing that you perform 
at intermediate to advanced level in this class (Bloom’s taxonomy level Apply). 

2 You occasionally demonstrate an in-depth understanding of concepts, skills, and 
processes; a Pass for elements 1-3 mentioned above, showing that you perform 
at introductory to intermediate level in this class (Bloom’s taxonomy level 
Understand). 

1 You rarely demonstrate an in-depth understanding of concepts, skills, and 
processes; a Pass for elements 1-2 mentioned above, showing that you perform 
at or below introductory level in this class (Bloom’s taxonomy level Remember). 

* For an introduction on the revised version of Bloom’s taxonomy used here, you can read this blog: 
https://www.niallmcnulty.com/2019/12/introduction-to-blooms-taxonomy/ 

 
Next to being intellectually present, you should also be physically present in the tutorial 
groups for more than 85% of the time. This is mandatory to pass the course. Whatever 
happens in the meetings is important and relevant for your learning process. In case you 
are unable to attend a meeting, I expect you to inform your tutor at least one hour prior 
to the meeting, explaining why you were unable to attend. Attendance is registered in 
order to aid in monitoring your learning and you can find your attendance record under the 
‘attendance’ tab on Canvas. 

7. Personal behaviour. I expect you to exhibit a high degree of maturity, responsibility, 
and personal integrity during my classes (and during your stay at MSP). I especially expect 
you to: (1) take responsibility for your actions, (2) perform at your highest possible level, 
(3) act honestly in all matters, (4) actively encourage academic integrity, and (5) 
discourage any form of cheating or dishonesty by others. 

8. Gallery of Endangered Tropical Biodiversity assignment. In this assignment, you will 
practice writing of a proposal for the conservation of a tropical organism. You will also 
make videos in which you defend your proposal and counter another proposal. This 
assignment relates to several topics treated in the course, as explained further on in this 
syllabus. Successful completion of this assignment is mandatory to pass the course.  

8. Self-study time. As an MSP student you have a 46 hour work week. Therefore you should 
spent c. 18 hours per week per theoretical course. This means that next to 4.5 contact 
hours you have c. 13.5 hours time for self-study. During this time you can prepare for the 
PBL sessions (i.e. reading the primary literature) and devote time to the assignments.   

9. Exam. There will be no standard exam in the final week of the course covering all treated 
study material. In this course, you will select your own method of examination, to be 
discussed and agreed upon with the course coordinator. An explanation of how this works 
can be found further on in this syllabus. There is one resit possibility in January 2023.  
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Literature 

This course will use solely primary literature as a basis for the tasks and you will need to 
look for papers yourself. Some suggested readings can be found to accompany the tasks 
but be aware that only reading the literature provided will not be enough to guarantee you 
a good grade. No textbook is required but you might gain some help from textbooks used 
in other courses, such as: 

 Mauseth (2021). Botany, an introduction to plant biology, 7th edition. Jones & 
Bartlett Learning. (BIO2003). 

 Smith, T.M. & Smith, R.L. (2015). Elements of Ecology, 9th (Global) edition. 
Pearson. (BIO2002). 

 Campbell et al. (2015). Biology: a global approach, 10th edition (international 
edition). Pearson. (BIO1101). 
 

Assessment 

Three grades will be assigned during this course:  

1) group grade for the final exam assignment (60% of final grade). 

2) individual fact-sheet grade (including the presentation; 20% of final grade). 

3) individual counter-proposal grade (including the presentation; 20% of final 
grade). 

In order to pass the course, the final grade should be equal to 5.5 or higher. 

Attendance and resit policy 

This course has an 85% attendance requirement, with the first day being mandatory, 
including the lecture. This is because at the first day the course is introduced. Also, the 
jury session of the GETB assignment and the guest lecture are mandatory. 85% 
attendance means you theoretically could miss two out of the twelve tutorial meetings. It 
is recommended, however, to be present 100% of the time. Each day of this course will 
build on the former day. This means missing a day will give you a set-back in terms of 
your own learning curve.  

You may request an additional assignment when you have been absent for more than two 
tutorials. You will receive an absent mark if you are absent from or late for a tutorial session 
or when you are unprepared. 

You will only be granted an additional assignment if: 

(1) there is a valid reason for all your absences (to be decided by the course 
coordinator, not being oversleeping, forgetting, partying etc.) and 

(2) you have proof to support your reason of absences (i.e. just telling the course 
coordinator you did not feel well is not enough) and 

(3) you have directly informed the course coordinator about the reasons for the 
absences at the same day the absences took place (by email or by phone) and 

(4) you have made the request on time (see table of deadlines). 
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In order to be eligible for a resit exam, you must have:  

(1) met the attendance requirement of this course and  

(2) made a fair attempt to fulfil all requirements of the assessment. The course 
coordinator evaluates whether an attempt can indeed be considered ‘fair’. Academic 
contribution is an important aspect of making a fair attempt. Therefore, if you have 
been unprepared for PBL regularly, not been very active during the tutorial sessions, 
regularly scored < 3 for the academic performance assessment, and have been 
absent or inactive during the lectures – i.e. you have shown very little academic 
contribution - a resit is not granted since no fair attempt has been made. 

For the resit you will need to discuss a new assignment with the course coordinator. This 
assignment should cover all material studied during the course. The grade for this 
assessment will replace the final-assignment grade obtained during the course.  

Evaluation of the course 

To improve this course feedback is essential. Therefore, please fill out the evaluation form 
at the end of the course. This is highly appreciated!  

Scores for some key questions from the IWIO Student Survey are presented below (scores 
out of a 5 point Likert scale; full evaluation at https://iwio.msp.maastrichtuniversity.nl) 

 2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 

Total Participants in evaluation: 8 (32%) 22 
(75%) 

9 (53%) 5 (33%) 5 (62%) 7 (70%) 

The course fulfilled my expectations: 4.5 4.6 4.8 5.0 4.0 4.1 

The workload for this course was 
manageable: 

3.9 3.2 3.9 4.4 3.2 3.6 

I am satisfied with what I learned in this 
course: 

4.4 4.7 4.7 5.0 3.8 4.3 

 

It is highly appreciated if you fill out the questionnaire at the end to help improve the 
course next time around. 

Timing and credits 

This course is taught in Period 2 and will yield 5 ECTS when successfully passed. 
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Contact hours, schedule, deadlines & lateness policy 
All non-scheduled time is reserved for self-study, assignment and exam preparation. Please 
check Canvas for the exact place and time of the tutorials. 

Week Lecture  Meeting 1 Meeting 2 

Week  1 Yes Prediscussion task 1 Postdiscussion task 1 

Prediscussion task 2 

    

Week  2 No, but GETB fact 
sheets (online) 

Postdiscussion task 2 

Prediscussion task 3 

Postdiscussion Task 3 

Prediscussion task 4 

    

Week  3 No, but GETB 
counter proposals 
(online) 

Postdiscussion task 4 

Prediscussion task 5 

Postdiscussion task 5 

Prediscussion task 6 

    

Week  4 Yes, lecture IUCN 
Redlisting & fieldwork 

Postdiscussion task 6 

Prediscussion task 7 

Postdiscussion task 7 

Prediscussion task 8 

    

Week  5 No, but GETB jury 
session (in person) 

Postdiscussion task 8 

Prediscussion task 9 

Postdiscussion task 9 

Prediscussion task 10 

Tutorgroups 1 & 2 have a jury session from 12.00-12.45h; 3 & 4 from 12.45-13.30h 

Week  6 Yes, guest lecture Postdiscussion task 10 

Prediscussion task 11 

Postdiscussion task 11 

 

    

Week  7 No, final assignments  due  

 

Deadlines in this course are as follows: All GETB groups 

E-version fact sheet GETB: Tuesday 8 November 12.00h (noon)* 

E-version counter proposal GETB: Tuesday 15 November 12.00h (noon)* 

E-version jury report GETB: Friday 2 December 23.59h 

E-version hand in of preliminary final-assignment setup: the latest by Friday 25 November 

E-version hand in of final final-assignment setup: the latest by Monday 5 December 

Latest date of due date exam: Friday 16 December 
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*For the discussion board contributions of the GETB assignment, the deadline for asking 
questions and submitting answers is one day after the deadline mentioned here (so 
Wednesday 12h). 

Since all assignments need to be handed in electronically, a failure to be on time with your 
assignment will mean that you cannot hand it in. If you fail to hand in any part of the 
assignment you will fail this part of the course (no hand in = no grade). 
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Two useful study techniques 
Studying takes effort. Especially tropical ecology is a field that brings together many 
concepts from all over biology. Individual examples (the “discovery channel approach”) are 
of less importance than the higher order theories that emerge from them: what are the 
processes that govern the evolution of tropical systems and what patterns emerge? Taking 
a course in tropical ecology can therefore be conceptually challenging since you need to 
deal with many ideas, different data collection techniques, types of data, hypotheses, and 
theories.  

In order to aid you in your study many study techniques exist to order and classify 
information and stimulate uptake of this information by your brain. So called deep-learning 
is important since only once you remember information you can start to reason about it. 
This will help you transform disjoint pieces of information into knowledge (and become 
knowledgeable or in other words an expert) i.e. facilitate understanding of what you have 
learned. Here I present you with two such techniques. 

Concept map 

Concept maps can aid you in systematically ordering information about ideas, concepts, 
theories, etc. On Canvas you can find a concept map that is available for you to fill out. 
You start with filling out the name or author of the concept (idea, hypothesis, theory, etc.) 
you are studying. Then you can note the main hypothesis or claim of this concept and two 
characteristic features. The most important results are good to have in mind as well (or if 
the concept is relatively young some information on prior history). It is also good to write 
down data supporting or undermining the concept, and the application of the concept, or 
its major strength or weakness. Finally, to understand the relation of this concept to other 
concepts you can indicate a competing theory and how it differs, and a similar theory and 
how this differs. In this way you can connect the different concepts in the course to each 
other (and you might hang the sheets on your wall to see the connections). 

White paper method 

Another way to uptake information is the white paper method. This technique starts by 
you getting a white piece of paper and a pencil. You then look at the material you want to 
study (this can be a text book but also notes from lecture, I will refer to this as the study 
material). You then find a portion of that study material that you want to work on in your 
current study session. Look over the study material briefly to get into your mind what you 
want to study. The next step is to put your notes away and take your piece of white paper. 
You then write down everything you know about the topic of your current study session. 
After this you take the study material again and get immediate feedback on how you have 
done by comparing your white paper notes to the study material. Now take a different 
colour pencil and correct what you have done, so you have a corrected version. 

Now comes the hard part: you take that annotated piece of paper and you throw it away. 
You then take a new piece of white paper and repeat the cycle immediately. You keep 
repeating this until you have understood and mastered the material you wanted to study 
during your study session. You will see this technique is highly effective if you commit to 
it.  
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Gallery of Endangered Tropical Biodiversity 
Today there is much attention for the world-wide decline in biodiversity. Many millions of 
euros are being spent to protect natural areas and to prevent extinction of species. To map 
the threats to biodiversity properly good quality information is essential. One of the 
methods to monitor biodiversity is the IUCN Red List, a list showing the population status 
of many species (for more information see https://newredlist.iucnredlist.org/ and 
https://newredlist.iucnredlist.org/assessment/process). This list is based on scientific data 
and can serve as a database for decision making within the framework of nature 
conservation. However, the decisions based on these data are often political in nature. This 
assignment is meant to make you acquainted with on the one hand the process of scientific 
data collection on a taxon (and all related obstacles), and on the other hand to teach you 
to make decisions based on this information in a political setting. The assignment consists 
of three parts: 1) writing a fact sheet for a tropical organism that according to you needs 
protection, 2) writing a counter report, describing why an organism does not need 
protection, and 3) a plenary session to decide which organisms will be protected. 

Case description 

The Tropical Biodiversity Protection Organisation is an organization that has funds available 
to protect endangered tropical organisms. They award € 2 million euro per species. With 
this money it is for instance possible to set up a long-term conservation program. The 
projects can have a duration of four years maximum. The TBPO funds projects that can 
encompass research, as well as education and conservation activities. The selected 
organisms are included in the “Gallery of Endangered Tropical Biodiversity” which is 
maintained by the TBPO. So far the organisms that have been awarded funding are: 

2015: Rhinoplax vigil Helmeted hornbill 

 Scarus guacamaia Rainbow parrotfish 

 Pavo muticus Green peafowl 

 Cercopitherecus lomaniensis Lesula 

2016 Widdringtonia whytei Malawi Tree 

 Megophrys ancrae, Horned Frog 

 Arctictus binturong Binturong 

 Amphiprion ocellaris Clown fish 

2017 Espeletia uribei Local name ‘frailejones’ 

 Rhinoceros sondaicus Javan rhino 

 Acerodon jubatus Giant golden-crowned flying fox 

 Ornithoptera alexandrae Queen Alexandra's birdwing 

2018 Hylobates agilis Agile gibbon 

 Procyon pygmaeus Pygmy raccoon 

 Anthracoceros montani Sulu Hornbill 

 Pteronura brasiliensis Giant otter 
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2019 Palmeria dolei Akohekohe 

 Cryptoprocta ferox Fossa 

 Tremarctos ornatos Spectacled bear 

 Rizophora mucronata Red mangrove 

2020 Manis javania Sunda Pangolin 

 Heritiera globosa Globosa mangrove 

 Hylobates muelleri Gibbon 

 Ateles fusciceps Brown-headed spider monkey 

 Ramphastos vitellinus Channel-billed toucan 

 Microcebus berthae Madame Berthe's mouse lemur 

2021 Austroboletus amazonicus Tropical fungus 

 Dasyprocta mexicana Mexican agouti 

 Gorilla gorilla gorilla Western Lowland Gorilla 

 Leptophryne cruentata Bleeding toad 

 

For 2022, the TBPO has again put out a call for proposals for protection and has money 
available to protect species. 

The fact sheet 

Per person you will look for an organism to be placed in the Gallery of Endangered Tropical 
Biodiversity. In order to make your proposal to the TBPO you will need to fill out a fact 
sheet (available from Canvas) that contains 1) the basic information of the organism 
(based on scientific literature) and 2) your proposed protection measures. For selecting 
your organism you can have a look at the IUCN Redlist website 
(https://www.iucnredlist.org/) to see what the threat status of your selected species is (or 
at more specific tools such as TreeSearch or Threatsearch that are specific for plants 
(https://tools.bgci.org/global_tree_search.php and 
https://tools.bgci.org/threat_search.php). Be aware that not all organisms are assessed 
yet, so if you cannot find your organisms that does not mean you cannot use it.  

Be aware that the fact sheet should include at least four relevant primary, scientific articles. 
One of them should actually deal with the proposed organism. Many organisms have not 
been investigated yet so you might need to use circumstantial evidence (e.g. “although 
butterfly X has not been investigated, research on a butterfly from the same genus shows 
that…”). The use of internet resources as a basis for the nomination (e.g. Wikipedia, a 
review, a website, a piece of popular journalism, a YouTube clip, or ‘news and views”-type 
piece) is not sufficient. 

For the fact sheet as well as the counter proposal, you can ask yourself the following 
questions:  

1. Is what you propose based on solid scientific insights? 
2. How well have you evaluated your ideas (did you look at different angles)? 
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3. Do you provide a relevant solution? 
4. Is your solution effective? 
5. Is your solution feasible? 
6. Is your solution elegant (a well-worked out functioning example)? 
7. Is your solution original and/or surprising? 

 

For a method on deciding on which species to select for protection, you can also look at the ‘conservation 
triage’, see figure below from Bottrill, M. C., Joseph, L. N., Carwardine, J., Bode, M., Cook, C., …. & Possingham, 
H. P. (2008). Is conservation triage just smart decision making? Trends in Ecology & Evolution, 23(12), 649-
654. doi:10.1016/j.tree.2008.07.007.  

 

This method is debated and therefore it is good to be aware of the pro’s and con’s. There is a special issue 
with 11 papers dealing with this, with an editorial by Hayward. Also the recent paper by Wiedenfeld can provide 
you with some insights:  

Hayward, M. W., & Castley, J. G. (2018). Editorial: Triage in Conservation. Frontiers in Ecology and Evolution, 
5. doi:10.3389/fevo.2017.00168  

Wiedenfeld, D. A., Alberts, A. C., Angulo, A., Bennett, E. L., …. Zhang, L. (2021). Conservation resource 
allocation, small population resiliency, and the fallacy of conservation triage. Conservation Biology, 35(5), 
1388-1395. doi:10.1111/cobi.13696 

 

You can find a video instruction on how to fill out the fact sheet on Canvas. You need to 
upload an electronic version of the written fact sheet onto FeedbackFruits on Canvas for 
grading (for deadline see Canvas or table of deadlines) and onto the discussion board 
together with your video (preferably in the same post to avoid confusion, see below), so 
that the person who needs to counter your proposal can download it from there. 
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Instead of a live presentation, you present your fact sheet in a video of 4.30m-5m. This is 
meant to convince the jury that you have selected an organism worthy of protection. The 
simplest way to make this video is to record your presentation in PowerPoint and save 
this as an mp4 (this option is available as one of the ‘save as’ options; just google ‘save 
recorded PowerPoint as mp4’ if you need a how-to guide). This is important since otherwise 
the video is not viewable in FeedbackFruits. Of course you can also make a different type 
of video if you want (as long as the format is mp4). Make sure the video does not have a 
too large file size, since you only have limited personal storage space in Canvas and 
you will have problems submitting other work to the discussion boards. 

You will upload this video twice onto Canvas: 1) onto FeedbackFruits for grading and 2) on 
the discussion board for discussion with your peers (be aware there is one discussion page 
per tutorial group). If you receive questions about your video, make sure to respond to 
those questions. Part of the grading of your video assignment is for how well you deal with 
the questions you get and how you engage in the other discussions. Make sure you have 
asked five questions to peers in your tutorial group and answered your questions before 
the deadline (one day after the submission deadline of the video). Please make sure to 
distribute your questions over the videos so everybody has some questions to answer. 

In the lecture slot of week 2, you will watch five videos and ask questions to the presenter 
in the discussion board. The presenter is then expected to provide feedback on the 
questions. 

So in short: you write a fact sheet and record a video on it, you submit your fact 
sheet twice (to FeedbackFruits and the discussion board) and your video twice 
(to FeedbackFruits and the discussion board). Then you ask five questions in 
the lecture slot of week 2 to peers in your tutorial group and respond to the 
questions you get. 

The counter proposal 

Each fact sheet will be assigned to another student from the same GETB group (see GETB 
tag assignment table on Canvas). This person writes a counter proposal on why your 
organism should not be included in the GETB (again based on scientific literature). There 
is no standard format to write this counter proposal (but max. 750 words excluding 
references). You also need to upload your counter proposal onto FeedbackFruits on Canvas 
for grading. 

Also this counter proposal will be presented in a video presentation of between 4.30m and 
five minutes. Again, you will upload this video onto FeedbackFruits and a discussion forum 
on Canvas. In the lecture slot of week 3, you will watch five videos and ask questions to 
the presenter in the discussion board of your tutorial group as you did in the first week 
(see above). The presenter is then expected to provide feedback on the questions before 
the deadline (one day after the submission deadline of the video). 

So in short: you write a counter proposal and record a video on it, you submit 
your counter proposal twice (to FeedbackFruits and the discussion board) and 
your video twice (to FeedbackFruits and the discussion board). Then you ask 
five questions in the lecture slot of week 3 to peers in your tutorial group and 
respond to the questions you get. 
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In this assignment, the ultimate goal is to convince the TBPO panel to choose your 
organism. Therefore, it is important to write a good fact sheet proposal because that 
facilitates the panel choosing your proposal. It is therefore important that you for instance 
anticipate potential counter arguments to your proposal. On the other hand, it is also 
important to write a good counter proposal as this increases the chances for your own 
proposal.  

Assessment 

The fact sheet and the counter-proposal will be assessed based on the content of the 
written text only. The grading sheets can be found on Canvas. 

The video presentations will be judged based on the content of what you present only. The 
grading sheets can be found on Canvas.  

See under ‘deadlines and lateness policy’ to find out what happens if you are late. When 
you are over the word limit 0.1 point will be subtracted per 10 words over the limit. 

Decision TBPO panel 

All fact sheets and counter-proposals from tutorial group 1 go to group 2, and the 
information of group 2 goes to group X (etc. for more than 2 groups). The other tutorial 
groups will serve as TBPO panel and will decide on the inclusion of one organism in the 
Gallery of Endangered Tropical Biodiversity. Out of all proposals per group, each group 
must choose two and rank these. Each student will get the complete package of 
information (fact sheets and counter proposals) and needs to read all of them. In the end 
two organisms will be included in the GETB per tutorial group. The students with the best 
proposal per group (their organism is adopted for protection) get 0.5 bonus point added 
to the final grade of their fact-sheet assignment. The students that come in second get 0.3 
bonus point added to the final grade of their factsheet assignment. 

The session of the TBPO panel 

The TBPO panel, to which you belong, will decide on the inclusion in the Gallery of 
Endangered Tropical Biodiversity. This will happen in a session in week 5 of the course 
(lecture slot). Out of all proposals that you have read, two must be chosen. First, the TBPO 
panel will have to decide on how a decision is going to be made (in this case the 
appointment of a chair and scribe is no luxury!). At the end of the session (of maximum 
45m, see time schedule in this syllabus for exact time that you need to be present), one 
way or another (by consensus, voting or similar), a decision must have been made on 
which two organisms to include in the Gallery of Endangered Tropical Biodiversity. 

It should be clear what the reasons for funding are. Therefore, each group needs to write 
a short motivation per winning proposal (so agree on who will do this, mostly this is a task 
for the chair). There is a standard format for this report available from Canvas. Examples 
of last year’s motivations will be available from Canvas to look at. 

You can upload the jury report onto Canvas in the appropriate submission point. 
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Some background literature on conservation 
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Final exam assignment 
This course does not have a standard, written exam at the end of the course. At level 3000 
you should be you a self-motivated, active person that is prepared to take responsibility 
for your own learning. Next to this, since you all have different backgrounds and skills it 
could be argued that one type of exam as final proof-of-capability might actually benefit 
some of you while others might be disadvantaged. This approach fits with Adult Learning 
Theory (ALT) an approach that originates from andragogy (see Canvas for more info). 

Therefore, in this course you yourself can choose how you will show me that you have met 
the learning goals for this course (as described in the beginning of this syllabus). This 
means a written report, a movie, a presentation etc. Traditionally I would design an exam 
that would cover all these topics, in order to take snap shots of your knowledge. The 
assumption underlying this approach is that these snap shots are representative of your 
general knowledge of tropical ecology. However, this assumption might not be met.  

You will carry out this assignment in a group. You are free to choose your partners for this 
assignment but they must be from the same tutorial group. Please assign yourself into 
a group on Canvas. 

You are asked to write a proposal for your own exam assignment (standard format of this 
proposal can be found on Canvas). In the exam proposal you should provide: 

1. the names of the group members (three students per group) 
2. a description of format of exam and explanation why this format is chosen. 
3. an explanation of how the mastery of the learning goals is shown via the exam 

assignment. 
4. the time devoted to preparation of exam (i.e. the number of hours spent on it) 

including a time schedule of the planning of the work. Also, a task division per 
student should be included since all should contribute significantly towards the 
scientific content of the assignment. 

5. the most important grading criteria (4 – 5), explanation of grading plus a grading 
sheet/rubric. Make sure this grading rubric fits one page so it can be printed for 
grading. Some additional information can be found in the Canvas module ‘Creating 
your own rubric’. 

6. the date when the exam takes place and/or the deadline for the exam. 

You should discuss the proposal with your tutor before the final hand in. There is a 
FeedbackFruits submission point for this. They can and will make changes to it if the exam 
format does not meet level 3000 requirements in terms of quality, workload, level, etc. 
You will get feedback if any changes are necessary to your proposal. Therefore, if you have 
not discussed this with them before final hand in, you will have only one and a half week 
left to accommodate any comments on the proposal (since they will read and comment on 
the proposals in week 5). Thus, if you have any questions go and talk to your tutor before 
the actual handing in of the proposal! The deadline for handing in the preliminary 
assignment proposal is the Friday of week 4 (see table of deadlines for date). You 
need to submit the final proposal on Canvas to the course coordinator by the Monday 
of week 6. You will receive feedback from the course coordinator confirming that this is 
the agreed upon assignment for grading.  
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This might sound like an easy assignment but it is more difficult than a written exam in 
which you just can sum up the things you have learned in response to several exam 
questions. On the other hand, it is also more fun since you can design it yourself. In this 
way hopefully you can show the best work you can do! 

Some information on generating ideas for assignments 
In this course but also elsewhere in the MSP curriculum you will face so called open-ended 
problems: problems for which the solution possibilities appear to be infinite (see the GETB 
assignment or the exam assignment in this course). The solutions to such problems do not 
come intuitively and when they do it might be unclear whether the found solution is the 
best one possible. Actually, to find a proper solution you need to break down the problem 
into several pieces to understand it, generate ideas to solve it, and evaluate the generated 
ideas to find the most effective solution. Highly creative people tend to follow this process 
without thinking about it. However, people that are naturally less creative, simply have to 
learn to use this process. This is a very important realisation: creativity can be learned! 
Creative solutions are characterised by being (1) new: a solution is not creative unless it 
is new; (2) useful: the solution has to solve the problem; and (3) feasible: the solution has 
to be implementable in practice (Treffinger et al., 2006). 

The process that utilises the above mentioned steps is called Creative Problem Solving 
(CPS). The process of CPS was first introduced in the fifties and at first distinguished three 
key stages: (1) fact finding, (2) idea finding, and (3) solution finding. Since then, the CPS 
model has been refined and modified. As such, CPS is an umbrella term that covers the 
notion of creative processes and stages needed for creative behaviour. Individuals often 
have to go through the separate CPS stages in an iterative manner, in order to yield the 
desired solution. 

Although the various CPS models differ in their exact process, a number of central features 
can be identified. These can be captured in four stages (figure 1): 

1. The first stage –the problem definition stage- includes a systematic effort to define, 
construct, and focus on the problem to be solved. It includes three processes: constructing 
opportunities, exploring data, and framing problems. These three processes are crucial for 
finding out what the real problem is and why it occurs. 

2. The second stage is the idea generation stage. After it is established what the 
problem is, ideas need to be generated about how to deal with it. The goal of the idea 
generation stage is come up with as many original ideas as possible. 

3. This third stage is called the idea evaluation stage. Once many creative ideas have 
been generated, it has to be evaluated which ideas are the most promising ones. The goal 
of the idea evaluation stage is to evaluate and select the most promising idea(s). 

4. The final stage is the idea implementation stage. When the most promising idea is 
selected, you have to find ways in which other people can be made enthusiastic about the 
idea as well. The goal of the idea implementation stage is to convince other people of the 
solution.  
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Figure 1. The Creative Problem-Solving Framework and accompanying Creativity Tools. 

During all these stages you can ask yourself questions. The RISE framework, depicted 
below, can help you to generate these questions (courtesy of Dr Tim Patston, Coordinator 
of Creativity and Innovation, Geelong Grammar School, Corio   Vic, Australia). 

 

Figure 2. The RISE Framework and its components. 
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This framework will help you to identify and generate better ideas and solutions for the 
assignments in this course (or during project periods etc.), since it shows you which 
elements you can think about during the development of your ideas. You can use this 
framework, for instance, in the following way when thinking about your exam assignment. 
You might follow the order of the CPS cycle or use the elements in a different order, add 
or remove elements, etc.: 

 

Recording ideas 

There are a number of ways to record your ideas for the exam. Some suggestions are; 
Typed, handwritten, mind-maps, pictures, audio, video, photos, charts, graphs. 

Which type or types of recording your ideas would best suit the skills of your pair?  

Methods of presenting information 

How do I show what I have learned in this course? 

Why does this show my knowledge best? 

 

Listening to all suggestions supportively 

Do I acknowledge that others have good insights as well? 

Do I listen to my partner, teachers or others in a way that I learn from their comments? 

Ask open-ended questions – benefits 

They are often more detailed than close-ended questions 

You may learn something unexpected from each other 

They give better answers to complex questions 

They can offer a better understanding of how you and your partner think 

You can personalise your answers 

They can reveal gaps in your knowledge and understanding which can be filled by 
research 

They allow a large number of possible answers 

 

Acknowledgment of pre-existing knowledge 

How many ways of doing exams do you know? 

What assignments are currently used at MSP? 

Do you think that they really testing your knowledge and skills? 

Openness to new experience  

Find some creative types of examination 

Is any of these examinations suitable for your assignment here at MSP? 

Would it be effective? 

 Is your solution relevant? 

Go back to your original exam assignment. Have you answered each point? 

Is your solution effective? 

Could this examination work at MSP? Why? 
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Some background literature on CPS 

Treffinger, D. J., Isaksen, S. G., & Dorval, K. B. (2006). Creative problem-solving: An 
introduction (4rd ed.). Waco, TX: Prufrock Press. 

  


