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Lectures for Effective Learning

Why lectures?

A major reason universities have lectures is that they've always had them. It's part of the eight hundred years of university tradition (Laurillard 1993). In the early days of universities, print material was in short supply, and the purpose of lectures was to provide an opportunity for the reading of those rare books to a mass audience, who would make their own notes which then served as book substitutes (Race 2001).
While, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, this situation is hugely different, the tradition of lectures still continues. There may be a number of reasons for this. One is the persistence of tradition; we do it because it's always been done. Another is that it's convenient and efficient from an administrative perspective. A perhaps more convincing argument is that face to face contact allows for a dynamic, personal interaction between lecturer and students which is not possible in many other modes of communication.

What's wrong with lectures?

Despite their pervasiveness, there are many things about lectures that one could criticise. Educationist, Parker Palmer, has developed a couple of models of the teaching-learning process, one of which looks like this:
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(Palmer 1998)

Here, knowledge is represented as an 'object' existing 'out there'. This knowledge object is interpreted by the expert lecturer and transmitted via him or her to the relatively unknowing amateur students, the process being one-way, one-to-many. The lecture seems an obvious means of realising this model of teaching and learning. This model puts enormous responsibility on the expert and asks nothing of the amateur other than to be a passive recipient, which now conflicts with commonly accepted ideas on learning. Diane Laurillard (1993)observes as 'commonplace' that the lecture type sessions in an academic conference are of less value than the informal sessions. She also remarks that if we were 'starting afresh with the problem of how to get a large percentage of the population to understand difficult and complex ideas', the idea of using lectures is not the most likely one 'to spring to mind'. So, if the situation allows of other possibilities, then may be worth considering.

What can be achieved in lectures?

In many situations, alternatives to lectures may not be a realistic option, so it is important to be aware of just what can be achieved in lectures. A key factor is the lecture's potential for immediacy and responsiveness. In considering what can be achieved, it may be useful to look at another of Parker Palmer's models of teaching and learning. In this model 'there are no pristine objects of knowledge and no ultimate authorities', the teaching/learning process looks 'less like General Motors and more like a town meeting' (Palmer 1998, p. 101). In this model, the 'knowers' or maybe would-be knowers, are gathered around the common 'subject'. The community comprises not only those physically present, but is 'far-flung across space and ever-changing through time', the interaction being 'governed by the rules of observation and interpretation that help define us as a community' (Palmer 1998, p. 103). A lecture can provide an opportunity to engage a group of students in that circle, a circle which includes you and a whole community of scholars within your field: the theorists, researchers and practitioners who author the literature of the subject.
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(Palmer 1998, p.102)

One feature of a lecture is that it gathers a significant number of 'knowers' together in the same place. This, in itself, provides some sense of group identity, a physical realisation of the community which has joined together to focus on the subject under question. The challenge for the lecturer is to engage the knowers there present with the subject, with each other, and with the far-flung members of their particular subject circle.

One dimension of this involves students' motivation to participate. They are more likely to engage if the lecturer communicates enthusiasm for the subject. Telling them something of your involvement with the subject may help with that. What is it about that subject that speaks to you and what part does it play in your life?

On the other hand, they may be more willing to engage with the subject if they can see what part it might play in their lives - present and future. How does it fit into the program of study they are enrolled in? How might it be relevant to their future careers? What are the real-life implications for the here and now of their everyday life?

While your students will make their own sense of the subject, each ultimately engaging with it in their own unique way, there are ways that you can assist in that sense-making. One of these is for you to be clear about, and to make explicit, the sense that you make, at course level and at the level of the individual lecture. What is the overall shape of the course, or lecture series, you will be pursuing with them? What is the shape of this particular lecture?

Structure and Organisation of a lecture

Lectures can take many shapes. Some of these include:

· a hierarchical structure, where you have a topic, main points and sub-points with increasing degrees of detail at each level

· a problem-solution structure, where you commence with a problem and explore one or more solutions to that problem

· a cause-effect structure, where you identify some causal situation and identify the effects resulting from that cause

· a comparison of two or more aspects, entities or perspectives, where you consider similarities and differences along a set of parallel dimensions

· presenting and arguing a thesis position, where you present a particular point of view in relation to a topic and a structured argument in support of that position

· chronological development, where you follow the evolution of a topic over some time span

· narrative sequence, where you present a chain of events in the form of a story

· logical dichotomy, where you consider the advantages and disadvantages, positives and negatives or some other dichotomous pairing

· network, where there are complex interrelationships between the various components of a topic

· a procedure, where there are a series of steps to be followed sequentially

Making explicit which of these (or some other structure) your lecture will take can help the student make sense of it and engage with the material in a meaningful way. It is also helpful to flag to the students just where you are up to as the lecture proceeds; when you are moving from one aspect of the structure to another, eg We've considered the problem, now let's look at one possible solution or The fourth step in the process involves...
It is also important to gauge, initially, where the students are at in relation to the topic. This will help you to pitch the material at an appropriate level and reduce the likelihood of having the students either bored or mystified. You may have some inkling of this if the course is part of a program with pre-requisite courses. One more immediate way is to use a knowledge probe which checks the students' level of awareness or understanding of certain key concepts. This can take the form of an oral, paper or electronic quiz. The results will guide your focus and level of explication of those concepts.

For students to be engaged during the lecture, it is better for them to be doing more than taking down notes, often mechanically reproducing the content of powerpoint slides. Some possible activities to intersperse within a lecture include:

· buzz groups, where students talk briefly with each other about some issue or dilemma

· questions, where you ask questions to be answered in writing and/or discussed in twos or threes

· invite questions from them for you or others to respond to

· brainstorming, where you invite quick, uncritical responses to some issue

· group problem-solving, where, as a whole group, or in smaller groups, you spend time working out a solution to a problem (mathematical or otherwise)

· quiz, where you ask a series of questions which may be open-ended, multiple choice or true/false and to which students may respond by a show of hands, electronically or in writing

· making decisions, where you present a range of options and canvass decisions from individuals or groups

· working out important issues or questions, where you invite students to identify what they consider to be important or equivocal in the material covered so far

· prioritising, where you ask student to rank a list of alternatives in order of importance 

· explaining things or arguing with each other, where you invite students to explain a certain concept to each other or argue for a certain position in relation to an issue

· reading and responding, where students read a passage and then respond to it in some way

There are some procedural matters, too, which will help the lecture run more smoothly:

· specify your expectations in relation to dealing with questions or concerns. Let students know whether you welcome questions during a lecture, how and when you can be contacted outside of lecture time and what sort of time frame they can expect for responses to their questions

In relation to the lecture presentation, it is usual for commencing (and, indeed, experienced) lecturers to feel some performance anxiety. While you may have little control over the way you feel, you can act as if you were confident and enjoying the situation. Cannon and Newble (2000, p.70) suggest that you 'think positively. Imagine an interested and appreciative audience' and 'practise some relaxation exercises and deep breathing'. Some practical suggestions regarding presentation include:

· devise a time-frame to guide your progress through your lecture structure and modify your pace if required

· limit the information on any one PowerPoint slide

· ensure legibility of slides in terms of font size (at least 18 point) and style and colour contrast between text and background

· while some technology can be engaging, overuse, or use for effect can be a distraction

· avoid 'PowerPoint karoake' where you read verbatim from the PowerPoint slides; better to allow the students to read the slides themselves and you talk around the points made
· but make use of ppt slides to help students from different language backgrounds match key words and concepts with your pronunciation of these
· put some redundancy into your presentation; present information in oral, written, diagrammatic and other modes. This is important for anyone encountering new vocabulary and concepts, and particularly for students whose firat language is not English

Consider how you will end the lecture. Some possibilities include:

· returning to the outline and reviewing that

· identifying unfinished business and indicating how it might be finished

· formulating the agenda for the next lecture

· setting a task for students to complete before the next lecture
It is good to round off a lecture and not just come to a hurried stop as students begin to pack up to go.

How do you know the extent to which this has been achieved?

The ultimate purpose of lectures is to facilitate students' learning and so it is important to evaluate how effective that has been. One indicator is students' performance on assessment tasks, but there are many factors contributing to that and it's not easy to tease out the contribution lectures made. There are other ways of trying to discern that.

One is the students' non-verbal behaviour (Bligh, 1998). You can observe whether they arrive punctually with apparent energy or if they are tardy and seemingly reluctant in their arrival. Attendance at lectures is also an indicator of how students value them. While people generally are reluctant to sit at the front of lectures, mass migration to the remote corners may be indicative of lack of engagement with the lecture experience. A final, but most important, aspect involves the ongoing responses of students as a lecture is progressing. Observe body language and facial expressions and attempt to respond accordingly, particularly if there are strong messages of puzzlement or boredom or, indeed, of enthusiasm and excitement. 

There are more formal ways of evaluating lectures as well. Angelo and Cross (1993) describe some CATs (Classroom Assessment Techniques) by which some evaluation of lectures can be made. These involve asking students questions such as 'What was the most important thing you learnt in this class?' or 'What important questions remain unanswered?' The answers to questions such as these can give you some insight into what meaning students are making of the concepts dealt with in lectures and you can then make decisions about how to proceed. (Cannon & Newble 2000, pp.74-5; Active Learning Strategies at http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/teaching/resources/)

You can ask for student feedback at the course level by administering a Student Experience of Learning and Teaching pro forma, (SELT). This is frequently done at the end of a course, but may be done at any time. In fact, there are considerable benefits to asking students to complete a SELT at an earlier stage, as this allows you to respond to their comments before the course is over for them. Another possibility is to ask a colleague to sit in on one or more of your lectures and give you feedback on what they see happening.

When things go wrong

Despite the best laid plans, inevitably some unforseen difficulties will arise. It can be useful to imagine a few scenarios and how you might deal with them. You can have the technology fail in one way or another. Rather than spend time trying to right this, it may be more productive to proceed without. It's useful, therefore, not to be totally dependent on technology but to have alternative strategies in place. You may have to work from your notes and use a whiteboard or overhead, and perhaps incorporate more student involvement.

You may find it difficult to gauge the amount of time it will take to deal with the aspects of a topic you want to cover. In some lectures, you may run out of material before the time is up. If you have been keeping track of your time, you could compensate by spending more time on student interaction or elaborating more on some aspects. Otherwise, the students would probably not be too upset to have a lecture finish early, if you felt that the alternative was to pad the lecture out to fill the allocated time. 

On the other hand, if you are running short of time, you may need to consider what to focus on. You may choose to omit some aspects, deal with them more sketchily than you had intended, or re-shape your proposed lecture schedule to deal with missed material another time.

One of the things that can go wrong is disruptive behaviour by some students. It is important to deal with this as it does interfere with the learning. You need to find strategies that suit you - and that work. Asking the offending students to change what they are doing, either by making a general statement or by moving closer and speaking to them individually may be sufficient. You can change what students are doing by starting one of the activities suggested earlier. If, despite your efforts, the situation doesn't improve, you may choose to ask them to leave.

Lectures are a legacy from the remote past, but they are likely to remain a central part of the academic experience for the foreseeable future. There are strategies you can put in place to maximise their potential for effective student learning. Experiment with ways of making your lectures productive learning experiences for your students.
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Further reading

If you would like to read more about the issues raised in this module, you might like to check out the following sources available in the University library:

Angelo. T & Cross, P (1993) Classroom assessment techniques: a handbook for college teachers, Jossey Bass, San Francisco.
BSL 378.16 A584c
http://drmc.library.adelaide.edu.au/2005/AngClaPg1.pdf
Bligh D (1998) What's the use of lectures? 5th edn, Intellect, Exeter.
BSL 378.1796 B648w

Brown S & Race P (2002) Lecturing: a practical guide, Kogan Page, London.
BSL 378.1796 B87981

Cannon R & Newble D (2000) A handbook for teachers in universities and colleges, 4th ed, Kogan Page, London. (Ch4) 
BSL 378.17 N534h.4

Laurillard D (1993) Rethinking university education: a framework for the effective use of educational technology, Routledge, London.
BSL 378.125 L385r

Palmer, P (1998) The courage to teach: exploring the inner landscape of a teacher's life, Josey-Bass, San Francisco.
Race, P (2007) The lecturer's toolkit: a practical guide to learning, teaching and assessment, 3rd ed, Routledge, London.
BSL 378.1796 R118l
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