
Syllabus 
Bio 180 – Advanced Topics in Conservation Biology  
Spring, 2011 – Conservation of Exploited Species  

Instructor:  Dr. Michael Reed              Office Hours:  Mon 3-4:30 or by appointment 

Class Room & Hours:  Barnum 113, Mon, Wed, 1:30-2:45 

Text: Conservation of Exploited Species, by Reynolds et al. (2001) 
 
Format 

This is a seminar course, which involves a small group of students discussing and 
exchanging ideas based on readings of original research.  There are 12 topics (chapters) in the 
text.  Each topic will have 2 classes spent on it – 1 to discuss the chapter in the text, and 1 to 
discuss primary literature on the same topic.   

Discussions will be lead by students.  For each topic, 2 students will team up to be in charge 
of the discussion (= 2 classes in a row).  Each person will be involved in leading discussions for 
2 topics.  I recommend that the teams work together to prepare for class – don’t just divide up 
the material and hope that your material magically integrates itself in class.  You and your 
partner should work together to plan each class –see Expectations for Discussion Leaders. 

If there are more than 12 students, some topics will have 3 Leaders – if someone drops the 
course, one of these 3 will be shifted to partner with the abandoned Leader. 

On the first day that you and your partner are Discussion Leaders, you will post 2 papers 
from the primary literature on the Wiki to be read for the second class you lead.  The papers 
should be relevant to the chapter, and case studies are particularly effective.  These papers 
should be posted by the start of the first class you lead.  If you are unsure of what constitutes 
primary literature, please see me well before posting the papers. 

For students who are not Discussion Leaders, you will write Surprise statements for both 
papers.  You need to read the papers, and for each write a statement of 1 thing that surprised 
you and why you were surprised.  I do not want a summary of each paper.  Surprise statements 
are due at the start of class on the day the papers will be discussed, and typed.  The surprise 
should focus on the methods, results, interpretation of the results, or questions not discussed 
that you were expecting.  This can be done in 1-3 sentences / paper.  Discussion Leaders do 
not write surprise statements for their own papers.   

Expectations for Discussion Leaders 

Introduce the readings (5-10 min – NO MORE!).  Your introduction should draw on the 
readings, but should not simply re-state what we have all read. Simply reiterating what the 
readings say doesn't accomplish much. Instead, your job as leader is to get a discussion going. 
This is hard (and I will help), but far more interesting for everyone involved. Here are some tips:  

 Make sure that you have enough to say to keep things moving, but do not feel that you have 
to say everything that you have thought of or cover every idea in the readings. If the 
conversation is going well, let it. The worst thing that can happen is that no one says 
anything. The next worst thing is that the leader completely dominates the conversation (I 
can be guilty of this sin myself, so feel free to cut me off if I'm talking too much).  

 In your introduction, try to synthesize the material and draw out the major points. What are 
the 5 things you'd tell your parents if you were going to explain this to them over dinner?  
The chances are good that these are the same things we should be focused on. Also, feel 



free to supplement the reading material with other information on the topic to broaden the 
discussion.  

 Come with a list of questions to ask (more than you think you'll need). The more specific the 
questions are the better, as this makes them easier for people to respond to. Preferably, 
post some questions on the Wiki.  Some topics might include: 

 questions about methods, interpretation of results, further depth on discussion 
points, implications not discussed in the reading 

 be able to interpret the figures & tables 
 think about what the next experiment/question should be 
 implications for species conservation 

 Ask people what surprised them, and why (during weeks of reading the primary literature, 
the students will have all written Surprise statements, this should be a breeze for them). If 
you're not leading, think how you'd answer this question. If people complain about the 
readings, ask them how things could have been done better, or what needs to be done next.  

 Where possible, try to relate your topic to those we have discussed in previous weeks so 
that the ideas covered by the class build over the course of the semester.  

 Being purposefully provocative (even if you don't believe what you're saying) can often help 
to get people talking. If the material is appropriate, set the discussion up as a debate - tell 
half the class that they have to argue one side and the other half that they have to argue the 
opposite. This approach can force people to really think about the ideas and about their 
preconceptions. If you are going to do this, it is best to warn people ahead of time (though 
don't tell them which side they will be on).  

 When you ask a question, give people lots of time to respond. A good rule is to (slowly) 
count to 10 in your head before moving on. This is because (a) it often takes people this 
long to formulate something to say and (b) the uncomfortable silence (and it can be 
excruciating) is often what it takes to get people talking. This sounds (and can feel) horrible, 
but it really works, and the discussions that result are much richer.  

 If no one answers a question, and there is a simple yes/no, do you agree/disagree, type 
answer, then ask for a show of hands - then you can focus in on individuals and ask them to 
explain their response.  

 Don't pick on individuals and make them comment unless you have to. But if no one says 
anything, then it is OK to do this. Everyone else is responsible for reading and thinking 
about the material too, so it should not be a surprise to them. Even though you are in charge 
of running things, the responsibility for maintaining a discussion lies with everyone in the 
room.  

The hardest part is getting the conversation started. Once it's going, it will often run itself - 
and if it is doing this you should let it. I've been running seminars for a few years now, and I'm 
only just getting to where I realize that my job is to say as little as possible. If I talk the whole 
time, then I'm essentially lecturing ... and this is not a lecture format ... the goals are very 
different, they are to get people thinking on their feet and discussing ideas to help them learn 
the stuff for themselves. But, it is your job to make sure that we are not just subjected to silence.  

PowerPoint: I don't have a feeling one way or another about whether you use PowerPoint or 
not, but if you do, it should be to help maintain a conversation – not as a substitute. If there are 
figures that you want to ask questions about, then putting them up on a screen can really help. 
Likewise, having your questions on screen for people to refer to can be useful.  However, in 



past years most students have not used powerpoint. I will reserve a projector for each class 
session, but you will need to go and get it from the Biology Department office before class. If 
you do not have a laptop, let me know and I will bring mine.  If you use a Mac to make slides, 
but want to use my PC in class, make sure your slides work on a PC before class. 

If you have never led a discussion in a seminar course before, or feel nervous about doing so, 
please talk to me beforehand. It isn't as hard as it might seem, and it's always easier if you're 
well prepared and know what to expect. 
 
Expectations for the rest of the class 

In classes that you are not leading, make sure that you have thought about the material 
enough that you can help the leader out. Come with at least 2 or 3 ideas to talk about if things 
get too quiet. If the leader has sent out questions, actually think about them before class. And 
be responsible about doing the reading. If you do all this stuff, others will do the same when it's 
your turn to lead. 

Read the material for class before you get there.  Review the expectations for Presenters – 
it’s your job to make the discussion flow, and you’ll be grateful when you are a presenter and 
the other students help you.   

Have your Surprise statements ready (typed) by the start of class (only for readings from the 
primary literature, not from the text). 

 
There is a course Wiki!    

https://wikis.uit.tufts.edu/confluence/display/ces/Home  

The syllabus and course materials are found there.  There are also places for you to post 
readings for the class when you are the Discussion Leader.  There is also a place for you to 
post news, links, web sites, and thoughts about the topics being discussed in class.  All of you 
have access to the Wiki. 

 
Support on the Wiki  

- Links to important journals 
- Recent news on species exploitation (updated weekly) 
- YouTube links on species exploitation (updated weekly) 
- Discussion site 
- Job opportunities 

 
Grading 

- Leading discussions:  25% of grade 

- Selection of primary literature: 10% 

- Weekly participation:  45%     

- Surprise statements:  20%   

 


