
 
Biology Education Guelph 

 

World	Café	
Have	your	say	about	how	the	COESP	can	support	you!!!		

	
 

Purpose:  To determine and prioritize the challenges in Biology Higher Education today and to 
think about how we can start to address them. 
 
Definitions (Wikipedia) 
Biology:  “Modern biology is a vast and eclectic field, composed of many branches and subdisciplines. 
However, despite the broad scope of biology, there are certain general and unifying concepts within it that 
govern all study and research, consolidating it into single, coherent field. In general, biology recognizes 
the cell as the basic unit of life, genes as the basic unit of heredity, and evolution as the engine that 
propels the synthesis and creation of new species. It is also understood today that all the organisms 
survive by consuming and transforming energy and by regulating their internal environment to maintain a 
stable and vital condition.” 
Education: “is the process of facilitating learning, or the acquisition of knowledge, skills, values, beliefs, 
and habits.”  
Higher Education:  “includes teaching, research, exacting applied work, and social services activities of 
universities.” 
 
Questions: 
 
A. Here is a list of five potential challenges facing Biology Higher Education.  Do you 
agree that these are critical challenges?  Please try to list 5 additional critical challenges! 
(think broadly, beyond the classroom) 
 
1) excessively large class sizes at every year-level, including graduate school! The popularity of 
life sciences-based education for the modern Canadian University student. 
* REWORD (remove ‘excessively’) AGREE, AGREE, AGREE 
 
2) incorporating active learning methods, including experiential and independent learning, 
throughout the curriculum. 
* AGREE, AGREE, AGREE, REWORD (name other active learning methods?) 
 
3) student assessment matched to course Learning Outcomes, and providing meaningful 
feedback – How to?  When?  
* AGREE, AGREE, AGREE, POSSIBLY CLARIFY (assessment and learning) 
 
4) fostering student engagement, motivation and conscientiousness. 
* AGREE, AGREE, AGREE, POSSIBLY CLARIFY (student and instructor engagement) 
 
5) career planning and development for students (beyond tenure-stream faculty member and 
professional school). Developing professionalism for the workplace and a foundation for 
successful living. 
AGREE, MAYBE (is this the role of Universities – or actually of just Colleges?), AGREE, 
AGREE 
 



6) 7) 8) 9) 10) – New critical challenges below: 
 
6) Faculty buy-in to Scholarly Teaching (Boyer model) 
 
7) Science content, ie. what to teach, content issues in the super-discipline which is 
rapidly changing! 
 
8) How to fit Biology into Interdisciplinary educational programs at the undergraduate 
and graduate levels. 
 
9) How to fit ethics (and culturally-dependent life meaning) into a super-discipline loaded 
with ethical and culturally-dependent life-meaning issues. 
 
10) Physical space for teaching limitations 
 
11) Educational and personal technology- the race to keep up, the race away from 
human-human contact.  
 
12) Deep learning + knowledge retention issues 
 
13) Biology is a mish-mash of pure and applied information and learning. 
 
14)  Always a big mix of student interests and background in every class.  Diversity of 
student learning needs and wants that fall under the biology in higher education 
umbrella, with no clear guidelines with how to approach this. (exact opposite of a 
professional ‘accredited’ school education system – where an governing body mandates 
what you, the faculty will teach, and what you, the student, will learn) 
 
15) Inadequate TA preparation and training 
 
16) Accessibility issues – multiple dimensions 
 
17) More effective use of laboratories and laboratory time 
 
Rate the top two 
 
 
B. How would you prioritize the list of challenges (all 10 above) from the perspective of:  
(JUST DID TOP @) 
  
 1. a faculty member and/or alt. ac. 
  Group A: 12, 6 
               Group B: 3, 2 
  Group C:  2, 14 
  Group D: 6, 2 
  
 2. a graduate student 
  Group A: 3, 5 
  Group B: 3, 4 
  Group C: 5, 2 
  Group D: 6, 15 



 3. an undergraduate student 
  Group A: 5, 2 
  Group B:  3, 1 
  Group C: 2, 5 
  Group D: 1, 17 
 

 
 
 

C. Imagine you are:  (Provost or Dean or Director of COESP-like Office or Dept. Chair) at a 
medium sized, comprehensive category, University in Canada.  |You are tasked with promoting 
excellence in teaching and learning in your University/University domain; and by excellence you 
mean promoting the educational integrity of the modern University experience.  In this context, 
educating University students with integrity means: To promote and facilitate integrative 
learning amongst the domains of University curricular and extracurricular education, 
employment and career, volunteerism and civic responsibilities, and health and well-
being.  Education with integrity is about educating the person, which is an integrative 
learning process that transcends academic discipline. 
 
 
What are your first steps, and your most critical steps, to addressing the highest priority 
challenge …defined by our exercises today (Challenges in Biology Higher Education)? 
 
Top Priority Challenge:  _#6 Why? Because ‘nothing will succeed in a sustainable 
fashion without faculty buy-in’ AND we have already established we want to engage 
faculty first as we start the COESP activities. 
 
 
Note* You have only 2 qualifiers that should be applied to your proposed approach. 
 
1) There is very little ‘new’ money for this endeavor. Funding for your initiative will require taking 
money from other University activities/programs. 
 
2) You are very aware of this issue about University workplace human resources at the 
grassroots level: “If, as an academic middle manager, you wish to destroy morale in your 
department, you can start by dictating to your faculty members exactly what to teach, how to 
teach it, which materials to use, and how to evaluate students.” 
 
 
  



The Provost: 
 
Starting Point: Increase the value of scholarly teaching (position paper? Affirmation of the 
Maureen Mancuso ‘Lighting of a Fire’ White Paper?) 
 
Critical Point:  Alter how teaching effectiveness, and all of faculty activity, is assessed and how 
scholarly teaching is rewarded. 
(Note: see Mancuso’s editorial in University Affairs on the centrality of this latter problem to 
University change) 
 
The Dean: 
 
Starting Point: Increase the value of scholarly teaching (incentivize, carrot plus stick) 
 
Critical Point: It becomes culture in the college (that full professorship requires evidence of 
scholarly teaching?). 
 
The Director of the CoESP-like Office: 
 
Starting Point: Lobby ‘upwards’ to increase the value of scholarly teaching 
 
Critical Point: Implementation of Research Hub and Educational Resources and Programs for 
faculty who seek to develop their scholarly teaching potential. 
 
The Department Chair: 
 
Starting Point: Increase the value of scholarly teaching by having there be major element in 
faculty meetings and in departmental retreats on the subject. 
 
Critical Point: True Integrative teaching (educational integrity?) begins at the grassroots level. A 
shift from being individual experts in a discipline to a team of engaged, expert teachers??? 
 
Random written comments of potential interest: 
 
a. More socialization amongst faculty and staff (team building activities) 
b. new chairs must be informed of and indoctrinated into this approach to teaching and learning. 
(terms of employment/appointment) 
c. integration of community and university teaching. Circle of education. KTT. Community 
Engagement – this may be the wedge that can be used at the department level to get the ball 
rolling. 


