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Letter of response

This letter of response aims at addressing the queries raised by the evaluation committee of our

Master’s degree, titled “Learning in Natural Sciences and Environment”. Needless to say, we

are really grateful for the constructive feedback we received and we would like to thank the

committee for the evaluation. It was truly an honour to have such a group of outstanding

scholars evaluating our master’s and Ph.D. programmes. It is apparent that the evaluation we

received is of high merits and very valuable for improving our programmes.

Right below we provide a table in which all the queries for changes of the evaluation committee

(left column), as well as our responses to these queries (right column) are provided. The

committee’s queries were copied directly from the evaluation report.

Committee’s queries

Our responses

Effectiveness of teaching work &
Organization of teaching work

The new specialization in Environmental and
Sustainability Education, given its inclusion
of non-formal learning settings, might
benefit from excursions and Environmental
and Sustainability Education design work in
close cooperation with practice
(Environmental Education Centers, Zoos,
Botanical Gardens, Museums, etc.). There
was some discussion about the place of
learning in practice within the program. On
the one hand, exposure to practice and the
designing, implementing and evaluating of
educational activities in situ can enhance
students’  motivation and  learning
tremendously; on the other; it does require a

R1. We acknowledge the significance of
giving students the opportunity to engage in
designing, implementing and evaluating
educational activities in situ. Thus, we
decided to add this aspect in two of our
courses of the Environmental and
Sustainability Education (ESE)
specialization. Specifically, in the courses
EDU 657 and EDU658 the following
activities will be added:

a) A week-end training in a
mountainous  environmental  education
centre,




lot of organizing and effective support
mechanisms which might negatively affect
program effectiveness. The Committee only
encourages the teaching staff to reflect on
this question to determine whether a closer
connection of the Master’s to practice is
desirable or not. Within the Learning in
Natural Sciences specialization, a similar
conversation might take place.

b) One courses’ meeting in the urban
environmental education centre of Athalassa,
in Nicosia.

For the Learning in Natural Sciences (LNS)
specialization, we decided not to proceed
with any additions on in situ practice, since
the candidates entering the programme have
already in situ experience. Our in-service
teachers work in public of private schools,
whereas our pre-service teachers had in situ
experience during their undergraduate
studies, in public or private schools, through
the school experience program.

The need to consolidate the resources in one
place on the new campus, sooner rather than
later, needs flagging. Should this not happen
within the next few years, it might negatively
affect efficiency and create frustration and
continued uncertainty, which ultimately
undermines program effectiveness as well

R2. This is an issue that concerns most of the
University’s departments. Hence, the council
and senate of the university has set it
amongst its top priorities. The goal is to
gather all departments at the new campus the
soonest. The university has repeatedly been
requesting the expedition of the construction
of the new campus, including the building of
the Faculty of the Social Sciences and
Education, which will host our programme.
It is upon the Cyprus government to offer the
necessary funds for this to happen.

As we discuss later in the report, the new
specialization will benefit from a more
distributed expertise and shared
responsibility in this area among the teaching
staff so that there is less dependency on the
associate professor who is leading the
specialization and on the hiring of visiting
professors.

R3. If the ESE specialization succeeds in
attracting a significant number of students
within the next couple of years, the
department will consider hiring a new
academic. For the time being, and until ESE
shows signs of sustainability, the department
has assigned to ESE a visiting professor post.

Furthermore, considering the student
numbers and the workload of staff, it might
be more effective in the future to expand the
core joint program of the Master’s by
reducing the number of elective courses by
integrating some of the content of the
specialized elective courses in the core and
merging some of the elective courses. This
would increase the student numbers in the
remaining elective courses and reduce the
workload of teaching staff.

R4. Given the DIPAE (CYQAA) regulations,
two specializations should differ in more
than 50% of their courses, in order to be
considered as separate specializations. This
means that it’s impossible for the moment to
expand the core joint program.

Teaching




The teaching load, however, is very high
which may hinder development of new types
of courses with new content. The heavy
teaching load may also have led to a situation
that too many courses have similar structure
and assessment methods (though, of course,
different content). This naturally increases
the effectiveness of teaching but taxes
innovativeness in developing the
COUrSES....... . Our understanding is that
measurements of teaching load do not
include supervisions, which risks leading to
some members of teaching staff having
excessive commitments.

RS5. Again, this is an issue that relates to
hiring new personnel. Please see R3.

It could be beneficial if students’
participation in planning courses and the
curriculum could be more active than
presently. Also, practices about how students
are and can participate should be more
transparent and based securely on
organizational structure and practices.

R6. At the moment, no regulations of the
UCY foresee the participation of students in
the process of designing a course, or the
curriculum. However, there is currently an
ongoing discussion at the university about
how students’ evaluations (it is mandatory
for all students to evaluate each course they
attend) could be taken more formally into
consideration for improving our existing
courses. At our master’s program level, all of
our professors do collaborate and discuss
with the students on how to adjust each
course to their needs every semester. This
has been happening for many years now,
since people of different scientific
backgrounds are entering our program (e.g.,
physicists, biologists, chemists, elementary
school teachers, kindergarten teachers).
Differentiation according to the needs of our
students has always been a priority for us.

Teaching personnel

The risk contained in the current situation is
that the teaching staff, who are very capable
and motivated, are working at their limit,
because of a heavy teaching load and
intensive research activity, and will have not
the time needed to review and innovate new
teaching developments.

A well-planned recruitment strategy is
needed to secure the future development
potential of the current teaching and research
group. Strategic plans regarding how
competent researchers and teachers can
advance in their careers are urgently needed.

R7. Again, this is an issue that relates to
hiring new personnel. Please see R3.

Additionally, we totally agree with the
development of a recruitment strategy. It has
been set as one of our main goals of this
academic year.

As for developing a strategic plan regarding
how competent researchers and teachers can
advance in their careers, the UCY is handling
it centrally. Specifically, the UCY offers
counselling services to our graduates on
these issues. In addition, the alumni office
brings our graduates in contact with our




alumni in an attempt to share experience and
to enter an active network of professionals,
researchers, entrepreneurs and policy
makers.

PROGRAM OF STUDY AND HIGHER
EDUCATION QUALIFICATIONS
Purpose and Objectives and
outcomes of the Program of Study

learning

The overall purpose of the Master’s as a
whole has not been specified but the aims of
its two specializations (the current ‘Learning
in Natural Sciences’ and the proposed
‘Environmental and Sustainability
Education’) are clear..... The program
organizers might want to consider whether it
is needed to formulate an overall purpose of
the Master’s as a whole or not.

R8. We totally agree with this suggestion.
Therefore, we have written an overall
purpose for our master’s program, which
reads as follows:

“the Master’s in Learning in Natural
Sciences and Environment, seeks to develop
the capacities of current and future educators
in formal and non-formal settings to engage
learners in concepts, issues and practices
requiring an understanding of natural
science, sustainability and the environment
in a variety of contexts (e.g. primary and
secondary education, museums, Zoos,
botanical gardens, outdoor and
environmental education centers)”.

Structure and content of the program of
studies

It seems surprising to us that a university in
Cyprus that sees itself as international and
research-based allows Master’s students to
graduate without having undertaken a thesis,
other than in exceptional circumstances.

R9. Up to date the completion of a master’s
thesis was obligatory for our master’s
programme. However, we  received
continuous requests by potential candidates
who were seeking to undertake a taught-
based master’s degree in an attempt to
expand their knowledge in the domain rather
than their research skills. Therefore, our new
program was designed in a way that satisfies
both needs. It is upon the candidate to decide
whether s/he wants to undertake a thesis as
part of their master’s studies.

It should be noted that for students seeking a
Ph.D. degree it is obligatory to have
undertaken a thesis during their Master’s
studies.

Should student numbers be on the low side,
then it might be worth considering expanding
the common core of the Master’s and

R10. Given the DIPAE (CYQAA)
regulations, two specializations should differ
in more than 50% of their courses, in order to
be considered as separate specializations.




reducing the number of courses offered by
integrating some

This means that it’s impossible for the
moment to expand the core joint program.

Quality assurance of the program of
studies

the program is physically spread over three
different physical spaces (the staff offices,
the old campus and the new campus) which
does pose a risk to quality.

R11. Please see R2.

Management of the program of study

It was noted that the office of the Program
Director is too small adequately to host staff
meetings.

R12. Please see R2.

The workload of staff is high and the hiring
of new staff takes a lot of time and is
dependent on decision making at the central
level. This poses challenges for program
management.

R13. Please see R3 and R7.

The innovative  Environmental and
Sustainability Education specialization is
highly dependent on one staff member and
on visiting professors which makes the
specialization vulnerable. It would be good
to have more staff members teach within the
new specialization.

R14. The University of Cyprus will make a
request to the government for new academic
positions, since it is a state institution that
solely depends upon governmental funding
(see also R3 and R7).

On the other hand, we have already
established a practice for some of our courses
in which visiting scholars from the local
academic/educational community (e.g.
policy-makers from the ministry of
education, specialized personnel from the
Pedagogical Institute of Cyprus, other
academics from our university or other
universities), who are related to formal or
non-formal educational settings, offer
lectures to our students.

International Dimension of the Program
of Study

It might prove helpful to have some courses
taught in English, to attract non-Greek-
speaking students. This should also be of
benefit to native Greek/Cypriot speakers.

R15. For the time being the programme aims
to cover the needs of the Greek-speaking
community. However, the University is
working on a plan for attracting non-Greek-
speaking students, which is still under
development. As soon as it is ready we will
certainly take advantage of it, in order to
attract non-Greek-speaking students. We
acknowledge the fact that the attraction of




non-Greek-speaking students could enhance
the sustainability of our program in the
future.

Connection with the labor market and the
society

It might be worthwhile to invite people from
society and the labor market to join
periodically in a program management
meetings, to assess whether the program still
adequately prepares students for their future
careers, and to gather feedback regarding
trends and concerns, and to discuss possible
implications for the design of the program.
This would make the program responsive to
societal changes

R16. Despite the fact that such a practice is
not included in the regulations of the UCY,
we have been following this practice for
many years.

RESEARCH WORK AND SYNERGIES
WITH TEACHING

Research teaching synergies

However, the main obstacle now hindering
such development is that the facilities (e.g.
computers, MBL equipment and
applications) do  not allow  the
implementation of such approaches at full
scale. Also, the structure of teaching spaces
does not allow the implementation of
innovative ideas of computer-supported
collaborative learning.

R17. This issue will be resolved as soon as
we receive back our two under renovation
labs (i.e., The physics education lab and the
ESE lab). It is anticipated that the two labs
will be ready for use by this coming semester
(Fall 2019).

ADMINISTRATION SERVICES,
STUDENT WELFARE AND SUPPORT
OF TEACHING WORK

Administrative Mechanisms

All are clearly under considerable time
pressure, feel they are constantly ‘on-call’

R18. The department agrees and the
department chair has already requested
new/additional administrative personnel.

Infrastuctures / support

Because teaching and research are
connected, and there is already good
synergy, teaching laboratories should also be
equipped with facilities which allow flexible
monitoring of learning and learning groups.
At present, the infrastructure does not
adequately support realization of the best and
most novel ideas the teaching staff have
produced through research....... The fact

R19. It is expected that the renovated labs
will resolve all these issues, since they will
be equipped with new furniture and
equipment, including smartboards, sensors
for fieldwork and other cutting-edge ICT
tools. The renovated labs are expected to be
ready this coming September (Fall 2019). In
addition, an effort will be made to have all of
our master’s and Ph.D courses at the old

























4.3.1. Funding of the program seems
adequate. However, we have concerns that
the income from the existing Master’s
program (according to the fee structure) is
approximately  half the expenditure.
Conversely, the running costs of the PhD
program are significantly more than the
income. Consequently, we have concerns
that the Master’s program is in effect
subsidising the PhD program.

R48. Please see R20.
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