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Abstract

Italy was one of the Western countries more seriously affected by the COVID-19
pandemic. To counter the outbreak, government resorted to different types of
precautionary measures and restrictions. Education, at all levels, from nursery school
to university, also suffered the repercussions of the pandemic, with the halt of classroom
attendance and the move to distance learning. At the University of Trento, where | teach
Ecology, the second semester of the 2019-2020 academic year took place entirely via
online teaching, while in the following academic year it was possible to resort to a
blended modality. The paper illustrates the initiatives | used to facilitate interaction
between students and to set up a mutual dialogue between students and teacher, with the
aim of creating a sense of community and of bringing students, isolated and shut up in
their homes, into contact with the natural environment.
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1. Introduction

At the beginning of 2020 Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19), first identified in Wuhan, Hubei
province, China, rapidly spread all over the world, quickly becoming a global pandemic. To
counter the outbreak, national governments resorted to different types of precautionary
measures and restrictions, such as social distancing, the use of protective masks, mobility
restrictions and the shutting down of main economic and industrial activities with the exception
of essential businesses (Atalan, 2020, Wilder-Smith & Freedman, 2020). Education, at all levels,
from nursery school to university, also suffered the repercussions of the pandemic, with the halt
of classroom attendance and the move to distance learning, in most countries and for long
periods of time. Citizens, forced to adopt a “new normal” lifestyle, (Uchiyama & Kohsaka,
2020) were heavily affected, not least psychologically (Davico et al., 2021), with consequences
on mental health that are still not exhaustively highlighted even today, especially as regards
young people.
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Italy was one of the Western countries more seriously affected by the pandemic, which lasted
from February 2020 to February 2021. The first wave, from approximately end February to July
2020 (159 days), was particularly severe, and was followed by a second wave, lasting from
August 2020 to end February 2021 (206 days) (De Meo et al., 2022). During the first wave, the
lockdown and quarantine measures in place were extended by approximately 50 days, while
during the second wave the Italian government, following weekly assessments by the Italian
Ministry of Health with the support of Regional Prevention Departments, colour-coded the
country’s regions according to their risk factor, the colour red representing those regions where
the number of positive cases and the virus circulation was particularly high. During the first
lockdown in 2020 and in the red regions in 2021, public green areas inside Italian cities were
closed due to the restrictive measures imposed by social distancing, forcing people to stay at
home. If, in early March 2020, sports activities and walking or cycling in public urban green
spaces was allowed, alone or in the company of members of one’s household, by the end of
March, the rapid increase in COVID-19 positive cases led the government to forbid walking
farther than 200 m from home, permitting households to leave their home only for serious and
urgent reasons (De Meo et al., 2022).

In such a situation, with schools closed throughout the country during the first lockdown and in
the red code regions during the second lockdown, teachers and students had to deal with a truly
challenging task. At the University of Trento, where | teach, the second semester of the 2019—
2020 academic year took place entirely via online teaching, while in the following academic
year it was possible to resort to a blended modality, with around 50% of the students present in
the classroom and the remainder connected from home. While distance learning, on the one
hand, constituted a precious tool that allowed students and teachers not to interrupt the
educational process, on the other, it confined people to their own homes, producing a whole host
of new problems with which we had to deal, not least the difficulty encountered by students in
interacting with each other and with the teacher. Added to this, in the case of disciplines relating
to the forestry—, agricultural—, and environmental sciences, or environmental engineering, there
was an aggravating circumstance: the physical distance from the main object of study, that is,
the natural environment.

Practical field exercises have always constituted one of the characterizing aspects of the Ecology
course that | teach in the third year of the Degree Course in Engineering for the Environment
and Territory of the University of Trento. Students ask, already on the first day of term, whether
there are fieldtrips planned, and when (Cantiani, 2019). In the 2018-2019 academic year, in
particular, a "Summer school on forest management and ecosystem services" had been
successfully tested, which created numerous expectations in the students of the following year,
who suddenly found themselves stuck at home instead, two days after the start of lessons.

The paper illustrates the initiatives | used to facilitate interaction between students and to set up
a mutual dialogue between students and teacher, with the aim of creating, despite everything, a
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sense of community. In fact, the creation of a lively community is a crucial prerequisite for an
effective educational process, in any area of knowledge (Lugaresi, 2023). Another of my desired
aims (and one that in the end proved intimately connected with that mentioned above) was to
bring those young people, isolated and shut up in their homes, into contact with the natural
environment. This ambitious goal required a great deal of imagination and a significant ability
to adapt both on my part and on that of the students, and was obviously pursued with diversified
approaches over the two academic years involved, corresponding to the two waves of the
pandemic.

2. Strategies to overcome constraints consequent to the pandemic

During the first wave of the pandemic, the University of Trento decided to suspend lessons
before the end of the first week of courses. A few days later, students and teachers were informed
that teaching activities would continue online. The solutions proposed were: online lessons in
synchronous mode or online lessons in asynchronous mode. However, as a result of the obvious
organizational difficulties, the suggestion was to try, at least in a first phase, the asynchronous
mode, for which precise instructions were given. During the second wave of the pandemic, at
the University of Trento it was possible, in the second semester, to hold lessons in the classroom,
in blended mode. Naturally, students had to respect social distancing (seats were assigned at the
beginning of the course and had to be maintained) and both students and teachers were required
to wear protective masks during class hours. Furthermore, between lessons there was an
obligation to air the classroom. Since the lessons were held in blended mode, it was necessary
to equip the classrooms with the necessary IT tools; this required a major organizational effort
on the part of the university staff in charge. With everything perfectly ready before the start of
lessons, those students who wanted—or were able—to do so began following lessons in person
while the rest did so from home, asking questions, interacting with their classmates present in
the classroom, and participating actively in lessons: a great progress compared with the previous
academic year!
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Figure 1. shots of the competition’s winning photographs

2.1. Experiences from the academic year 2019-2020

When | suddenly found myself confined to my room, pensively staring at the computer screen,
my first concern was how to encourage my students to connect with the natural environment. In
normal conditions, an activity, very much appreciated by the students, was what | had called "a
hop outside the classroom™: short walks in the park surrounding the faculty to observe the
phenological aspects of the vegetation, first in winter habitus and gradually with the changes
that occur with the onset of spring. This is an excellent exercise for learning to observe. The
ability to observe is an important yet often underestimated aptitude, indispensable for
understanding phenomena and processes in the surrounding world (Walker, 2019). It must
therefore be encouraged, especially in students who will have to deal with environmental
problems in their professional future (Cantiani, 2019). | had opted for asynchronous lessons,
and continued to enrich the presentations with photographs taken from my personal archive, but
it was not enough. Suddenly, an idea struck me; to launch a photography competition entitled
"Nature from the window of my house™: anyone could look out of the window, or go down into
the garden, or walk the 200 meters allowed, in order to document the seasonal transformation
of the vegetation or to immortalize meteorological manifestations in the form of an image, such
as wandering clouds or stormy skies. The students took up the challenge with enthusiasm and
actively participated (in Figure 1, the winning shots and the announcement made by the
university magazine).
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The desire to involve students more actively and create the conditions for fruitful interaction led
me to rethink the possibility of still proposing the seminar on forest management and ecosystem
services (which I had initially decided to cancel). | then proposed various activities, to be carried
out through group work. Everyone was free to choose depending on their personal interest. |
met with the students in small groups, on the platform Zoom, to analyze the work in progress.
Finally, the results of the various activities were shown to everyone in plenary meetings.
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Figure 2. screenshot taken during the final plenary meeting

One of the proposed activities consisted of a survey on the perception of forest management
conducted through a questionnaire developed by the students, appropriately guided, and
submitted online to relatives and friends. From June 6, 2020, the start date of the survey, to June
14, the final date, 460 people were contacted, with a complete response rate of 86%. The
methodological approach and the results of this experiment were described in a publication
(Cantiani M.G. & Cantiani P., 2021), publication in which the names and photographs of the
students involved can be found (in Figure 2, a screenshot taken during the online final plenary
meeting).

Another activity consisted in the creation of a virtual herbarium, made up of the forest species
that students are required to learn about at the end of the Ecology course. Each participant chose
a species to focus on in relation to their area of residence, took photographs, and described the
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geographical characteristics of the location. The herbarium, consisting of a set of cards
containing photographs and descriptions of each individual species (see Figure 3) was then made
available to all students and is still used today to prepare for the exam.

UNIVERSITA DEGLI STUDI DI TRENTO
DIPARTIMENTO DI INGEGNERTA CIVILE, AMBIENTALE E MECCANICA
ANNO ACCADEMICO 2019.2020
CORSO DI ECOLOGIA

ERBARIO VIRTUALE

Ciliegio
Prunus Avium (L)
fam. Rosaccae

Figure 3. card from the virtual herbarium

2.2. Experiences from the academic year 2020-2021

Finding yourself face-to-face with another person again, despite the impediment of a mask, was
wonderful. Blended teaching, nevertheless, posed its own problems; first of all, the risk of
"losing" those students who followed lessons from home.
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Figure 4. moments during the interviews

I thought it might be useful to get students to reflect on just how important urban green areas
and peri-urban forests are, especially to be better able to deal with periods of crisis such as those
we were experiencing. Being in contact with Nature has a positive impact on physical and
mental health, helping reduce stress and anxiety. (De Meo et al., 2023). But are people aware of
this? And how did the use of green areas change at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy?
In order to answer these questions | decided, together with the students, to carry out research
through a protocol discussed and developed collaboratively. Those students who followed the
lessons from home developed a questionnaire, administering it following the example of the
students from the previous year. Those students who attended in person, instead, carried out
direct interviews with visitors to some popular forests located around the city of Trento (Figure
4). Talking to people, exchanging opinions with the teacher, discussing matters with peers,
trying to untangle the results of the survey, and finally presenting them in plenary sessions was
without doubt an excellent exercise, and one that gave the students a new key to understanding
the world around them.

2. A few conclusions

The outcomes of these experiences may be considered positive, even if it is not easy to make an
objective evaluation. The methodological approach was adopted under the pressure of necessity
and urgency and not previously designed. However, some elements allow an assessment to be
made: the very positive marks given by students to the course in the annual evaluations, the
high number of theses in ecology | was asked to be tutor for and the fact that some of the
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initiatives taken during the pandemic, such as the photography competition, are still offered to
students today and higly appreciated by them. But perhaps the most important lesson that can
be learned from this educational experiment concerns the fact that an empathetic attitude, even
in critical situations, can be strongly motivating and promote effective learning.
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