29
Smarter Lectures: A Compendium from the books by Phil Race et al
______________________________________________________________________________________________________

‘Smarter Lectures’

A compendium from ‘Making Teaching Work’ (Phil Race and Ruth Pickford, 2007), ‘Making Learning Happen’ (Phil Race, 2005) and ‘Lecturing: A Practical Guide (Sally Brown and Phil Race, 2002).

Working with large groups

(Extract from Chapter 5 of ‘Making Teaching Work’ (Phil Race and Ruth Pickford, 2007, London: Sage)

[image: image1.wmf]This Chapter addresses the following questions:

· What are we trying to achieve when working with large groups?

· How can we engage students in large group learning?

· How can we effectively integrate and use feedback in large groups?

· How can we contingency plan for large group lectures?
What are we trying to achieve?

The large group lecture remains a standard on most courses although its role has changed over the last decade. 

As is evidenced by low attendance at many lectures the emergence of the internet and information on demand has reduced the importance of the lecture as a primary means of conveying information. Whilst lectures can continue to provide a useful role in providing an overview and in knitting together the different threads of a course this can only happen if students see value enough in the lectures to attend. It is timely therefore for us to address many of the shortcomings of the traditional lecture and to recognise the potential that now exists to move away from syllabus dissemination to focus on addressing a concept fully as well as trying to inspire students.

Your goal when working with large groups, as in any other learning context, is to support student learning. 

Working with a large group, however, presents particular challenges as natural interaction and discussion can be restricted and opportunities for formative feedback and addressing learner needs must be carefully planned.

Whilst it is useful to discuss the best ways to plan and design a lecture and how to develop lecture resources it is important that you don’t lose sight of what you are trying to achieve in a lecture. The critical success factor of any lecture will always be student engagement and whilst it is helpful to give a professional and credible impression, the lecturer's flexibility to address student needs in a large group lecture will always be more important. We also do well to remember that there is little point of a lecture that is forgotten. You need to adopt an approach to lecture design and delivery that impacts upon diverse student learning in a lasting way.

It is good practice to identify what you are hoping students will learn from a lecture and to explain to your students what they should be getting out of the lecture. To start a lecture well, it is helpful to be able to say to the students: ‘by the end of this lecture, you’ll be able to…’ and then to list three of four things students should be able to do by the end of that particular lecture as a direct result of being there. It is equally useful to return to the intended learning outcomes in the last few minutes of the lecture and to ask students how well they now feel that they have achieved the outcomes, possibly asking them to show for each outcome in turn whether they feel they have ‘completely achieved’ or ‘partly achieved’ or ‘not yet achieved’ it by show of hands raised – two, one, and none respectively. This not only reminds the students of what they should now be able to do, but also lets you know how well your lecture worked.

Hint: if you’re using PowerPoint, make your very last slide one repeating the intended learning outcomes. You can get instantly to that last slide simply by entering ‘99’ (or any number greater or equal to that of the number of that last slide) at the keyboard and pressing’ enter’. This means that even if you haven’t managed to get through all of the slides in your presentation, you can seamlessly go to that rounding-up slide. 

Whilst the large group lecture brings with it the biggest challenges of any learning forum, if we get it right it also offers the greatest opportunity for efficient teaching and learning. So how do we ensure we are engaging students in large group lectures?

How can we engage students in large group learning?

Traditionally many lectures were quite passive affairs, lecturers disseminating content in a rather linear manner to students who were expected to listen, take notes and keep quiet. However, it is no longer necessary to rely on the lecture to disseminate large amounts of content and given the range of learning styles and cultures represented in many lecture theatres today the traditional lecture format may fail to meet the needs of students. In a world of soundbites and multimedia an increasing proportion of today’s students do not have highly developed listening skills and the increasing diversity of the student population and the rising expectations of students used to processing multiple messages and multiple media simultaneously mean that we need to rethink the large group lecture. 

Non-engagement

Non attendance, lateness and talking in lectures may all indicate a lack of engagement. Sometimes there may be quite legitimate reasons for apparent non-engagement but students may be getting bored – or tired – or may be trying to catch up with someone else’s assignment deadline. Basically, students are more likely to attend a session if they:

· are able to be there

· want to be there 

· need to be there

And equally, students are more likely to engage in large group learning if they:

· are able to engage

· want to engage 

· need to engage

The following ten point plan is a good way of minimising disruption in lectures and of ensuring the conditions are conducive to student engagement:

1. Agree some ground rules with the whole group in the first session. For example, if quite a lot of the students have to come from another session at the other end of the campus, negotiate to start promptly five minutes after the normal time.

2. Link each and every lecture firmly to the assessment agenda. Students don’t like to miss out on (for example) clarification of what a typical exam question could reasonably ask of them. Give students cues and clues about how this particular lecture ‘counts’ in due course. Whenever you say “You’ll need today’s material for exam questions like so-and-so” you’ll notice students jotting something down!

3. Keep yourself tuned into WIIFM. ‘What’s in it for me?’ is a perfectly intelligent question for any student to have in mind. Always make time to remind students about why a topic is included, and how it will help them in due course. Try to add value. Make sure that the students who do turn up feel that it’s been well worth turning up. Give them a useful and enjoyable learning experience. 

4. Consider the value of starting each lecture with a bang – something the students will be keen not to miss e.g. a different assessment hint every session.

5. Don’t wait for late students. Those who came punctually deserve to be getting some value, so get started even if the audience is sparse.

6. Give students something to talk about with near neighbours sometime in a lecture. In other words, legitimise their talking for a few minutes, and let them get the need to talk out of their system.

7. Don’t necessarily assume students are being rude. Sometimes, one will have asked another to explain or repeat something that has been missed. Sometimes they could be translating what you say into another language for each other. Often students can’t avoid arriving late.

8. If an interruption is noisy don’t just carry on trying to ignore it. That often makes the problem get worse. Pause, looking at the people who are making the noise until they stop – or until the other students shut them up for you.

9. Resist the temptation to be sarcastic. If students get a rough ride from you, they may decide not to come to the next lecture.

10. Don’t ask an ‘offender’ to leave! If they actually refuse to leave, you’ll have a much more difficult problem to deal with. Never issue a threat that you would not in practice be able to implement.

Delivery

For the teacher’s part the focus when working with large groups should be on explaining concepts in the clearest possible way and trying to establish a rapport with your students. 

Establishing a rapport

It can be quite challenging to establish a rapport with a large group where eye contact is difficult and where there is geographical distance between lecturer and students. Many lecture theatres are now equipped with microphones, lecterns and complex control panels which control everything from the theatre lighting to a ‘fresh air boost’. Whilst these tools can be used effectively to deliver a professional presentation they offer little to support a comfortable dialogue between learner and teacher. 

However, large group lectures present us with a fairly unique opportunity. Mass events, by their nature, may be highly charged and being part of a large crowd can be quite uplifting particularly where the crowd’s shared experience is memorable or emotional. Learning can be most effective when we engage students on an emotional level and it is worth considering how we might exploit the lecture theatre. For example, it now takes little effort to use music in a lecture theatre. There is evidence that music cannot only lift our mood (it’s possible to measure emotional response to music with a heart-rate monitor) but that there is also a link between music and cognition (Dribben 2006, Lamont 2005). If we are hoping to engage the emotions of learners then music is an excellent tool. 

Another useful tool available to the lecturer delivering to a large group is the story. Anecdotes that are relevant to the students’ experience or that bring a concept to life can work very well in a lecture theatre particularly where they are supported by visual or other stimuli. It is just as easy to tell a story to two hundred as it is to an individual and just as effective. Stories can be quite easy to absorb and recall and because students may relax when they are listening to a story they are a useful way of building a rapport with a large group. 

Another approach you may consider is ‘team’ teaching. Delivering a session as part of a team or even with just one other colleague can open up a whole range of possibilities for debates and presentation of different perspectives. If students see that their lecturer’s perspective is simply that – one person’s view - they are perhaps more likely to think critically about the issues raised in lectures. It also takes the pressure off you particularly if you are delivering with a colleague you trust to flag up things you’ve missed. 

To be effective you should try to make lectures enjoyable. Although you have to be careful with humour if you are able to introduce an appropriate funny slide, or amusing anecdote, or play on words this can work wonders at restoring students’ concentration levels. Then follow something funny up with an important point, while you’ve still got their full attention. 

Finally, it’s useful if you can cause the students to like you. Smile. Be human. Look at them. Respond to them. If they like you, they’re more likely to come to your next lecture too.

Explaining clearly to a large group

When delivering to a large group the design of support materials is particularly important and you should consider using a range of approaches and materials. Well designed materials can go a long way to clarifying explanations, aiding post-lecture recall and supporting interaction between teacher and students, and the modern lecture theatre allows us to exploit a wide range of resources with relatively little effort. Most importantly lecturers should be seen and heard. Use a mike if it helps. Don’t just say ‘can you hear me at the back?’ – ask someone in the back row a question and find out. And don’t dim the lights to show your slides at the expense of students no longer being able to see you. 
Visual aids

The design of visual aids can contribute significantly to clear explanation in a large lecture. 

Most lecturers use slides or overheads. Slides are a useful comfort blanket for us as lecturers. A well-produced set of slides gives an immediate impression of a professional and credible lecture. Slides allow your students to see things on the screen at the same time as they hear about them from you, and this means a better chance of your students making sense there and then of the topic in hand. However, it can get quite boring for learners if all the slides are just print and lists of bullet points. Slides can, with little effort, be quite sophisticated containing all sorts of visual information. It takes very little knowledge or time to import photographs, diagrams, or snippets of film into slides and this presents a great opportunity to enrich the lecture.

Navigation Hint: Slides can allow you to make your lecture more flexible and allow you to respond to what actually happens in the session. if using PowerPoint slides, prepare a paper handout for yourself containing all of the slides, say six per page. Write clearly the numbers of the slides on your paper copies. When giving your presentation, you can go to any slide at any time, and in any order, simply by keying in ‘5’ then ‘enter’ to go to slide 5, ‘23’ for slide 23, and so on. This is particularly useful when students ask a question and you may want to go back to an earlier slide, or for when time is running out and you want to skip ahead to a later slide, and so on. It gives you full control of which slides you show when, without having to clumsily run backwards or forwards though slides you’re not actually going to use on that occasion. Remember, however to tick off on your paper copy which slides you did in fact use (or not use) so that later you still have a record of exactly what you covered in that particular lecture. 

Ten tips for good slides

1 Don’t put too much on any slide. A few questions, headlines or bullet points are better than solid paragraphs. Detailed information is best left to handout materials.

2 Use large fonts, to ensure that everything can be read from the back of the room. Check this out – or get a colleague to run quickly through your slides with you sitting at the back yourself.

3 Check which colours work well. Some text colours (notably orange and red) don’t come across clearly at the back of the room. The software allows you to have dark text against light backgrounds and vice-versa. However, light text against dark backgrounds works rather badly if you can’t dim the lighting in the lecture room (for example if there are windows without good blinds).

4 Try to fill only the top half or two-thirds of any slide. Students may have to peer around each other’s heads to see anything right at the bottom of a slide – you can tell by when they move their heads as you reveal a ‘last bullet point’ on a slide.

5 Use pictures, cartoons, and graphs, when they help to bring your subject to life.

6 Don’t include detailed graphs, tables or flowcharts, if the detail would not be clearly visible at the back of the room. Such detail is better in handout materials than on-screen in the lecture room.

7 Don’t include ‘slide numbers’ on slides (the software allows automatic numbering if that’s what you wanted). Not including slide numbers gives you the freedom to pick-and-mix your slides, without your students realising that you’re skipping some of them!

8 Don’t issue 3-per-page or 6-per-page handout copies of your slides in advance. This robs you of opportunities to ‘surprise’ your students with unexpected quotations, or even ‘fun’ slides. Especially if you’re going to pick-and-mix from your slides as in the ‘hint’ above, only issue later the slides you did actually use.

9 Don’t cause ‘death by bullet point’. It gets tedious for students if successive bullet points always come one at a time in exactly the same predictable way. Make different slides look different – include some charts or pictures, where possible. If you’re confident with technology, put in some optional very short video clips now and then – but nothing which would matter if it didn’t work straightaway.

10 Learn from other people’s use of slides. Whenever possible sit in on colleagues’ lectures and conference presentations and see what works well for others – and what doesn’t.

Hint: Don’t keep slides up too long because students will keep looking at the screen. Get them to look at you now and then.  There are few things worse than a slide staying up on screen too long after it has been used – for example when you’ve moved on to talk about something else, or are answering a question from your audience - it then just becomes a distraction for your students. An easy way of switching your slides off when using PowerPoint is to press ‘B’ on the keyboard – ‘B’ for black. When you want your slide back, all you need to do is press ‘B’ again – ‘B’ for back. This is far safer than risking switching off the data projector – some machines take minutes to warm up again if switched off.

A particularly useful feature of slides is that usually you can see your slides on a computer screen (or on the OHP) in front of you, without turning round to the main screen onto which the image is projected, which means you can talk about your slides without turning your back on the students. The convenience of slides has led to their ubiquity. However, it’s important to remember that slides do not in themselves constitute a lecture, they are simply aids. Consider giving a lecture without PowerPoint or at least consider incorporating other types of simple aid such as the simple flipchart or whiteboard. 

Handouts

Students like handouts and expect handouts.

The trouble with handouts is that your students can switch off mentally during your lectures if they feel that all of the information is in their handouts. When students coming out of lectures are asked “tell me what the lecture was about?” they admit “sorry, I don’t know– I’ve got the handout, but I haven’t read it properly yet”!

If you have a handout it is important to make sure that students take away from the lecture quite a lot more than just the information in their handouts. Good ideas in using handouts are:

· Make handout materials interactive so that students do things with the handout during the lecture, and come out with something to which they have added a lot of their own ideas and thoughts, adding value to it.

· Design handouts to support student note making rather than note taking. For example, now and then during your lecture, give them a couple of minutes to make a summary on the handout of what you’ve been talking about. It can then be useful to ask them to compare their summaries with students sitting close to them, and add to their own any interesting or important points that they may have missed 

· Make handout materials complementary to the lecture. Explain to your students that ‘aspects we are not going to talk about today are included in your handout’ and use the lecture to focus on key aspects rather than on disseminating the whole syllabus content. 

Hint: it can be useful to have handouts with blank boxes for students to write into during lectures. In other words, have spaces for them to do tasks at a few points in your lecture. Rather than actually print the task briefings on the handout materials, it works better simply to put ‘Task 1’, ‘Task 2’ and so on in the empty boxes. This helps to stop students getting ahead of where you want them to be, but more usefully it gives you the chance to adjust the actual tasks depending on how the class seems to be getting on with the subject, and depending on the amount of time you find you have available. It is useful to have slides or overheads ready of a few alternative tasks, so that you can decide exactly what you want the class to do at each particular time. Also, if your students happen to ask an important question, for example, you can sometimes turn it into a task for all of them to try for a couple of minutes, before you answer the question. (This sometimes gives you the luxury of a couple of minutes to get your own answer ready). 

Getting students doing things in lectures

The most effective learning methods are student-centred activities and it is a good idea to consider integrating activities into large group lectures and getting the students doing something. When planning a lecture think of what students will be doing during the lecture. Don’t worry too much about what you will be doing; plan to get your students’ brains engaged. Get them making decisions, guessing causes of phenomena, trying out applying ideas, solving problems and so on. They’ll learn more from what they do than from what you tell them.

If the room is suitable get them working together. Consider inviting volunteers down to the front of the lecture theatre to take part in an experiment or demonstration.

Hint: Involving students as much as possible in the lecture not only has the benefit of more active learning but can save you time. Consider passing responsibility for quality assurance of your lectures to your students by paying them for spotting mistakes you make or for offering suggestions for improvement. For example, you could pay £1 for the first email you receive after each lecture identifying a specific mistake or suggesting a particular improvement. You could start off the next lecture by paying the students and announcing the reason for each payment. Not only do students pay more attention to the lecture but the quality of your lectures can be improved for very little outlay!

Teaching strategically

At the end of the day it is as well to recognise that many of today’s students are strategic in their approach to learning. Much of the literature focuses on how we can move students away from this approach towards deeper learning. This book, however, is about teaching smarter. If students are strategic learners, focusing only on those activities directly relating to assessment then let’s be strategic teachers. If you wish students to attend lectures then you need to ensure that each lecture relates to an element of assessment. If you wish students to engage with learning in large groups then design activities in lectures which are related to assessment. If you use examples in lectures that derive directly from the assignment students are more likely to listen. If you ask students to draft answers to exam questions or to follow through an assessment related worked exercise with you they will be more likely to do so than if they see no connection with the assessment. Purists will object to the idea of ‘teaching to the test’ but students will engage and learn if you do so. 

How can we effectively integrate and use feedback? 

It is important for us to know during a lecture if students have got the point so that we can either move on to the next point or give further explanation. The more frequent the feedback from students and the richer that feedback the more opportunity there is for us to alter the pace and direction of the lecture. Such is the importance of feedback that many institutions have invested in electronic keypads and other sophisticated feedback systems. Whilst advocates of these systems point to their ability to immediately calculate quantitative data such as proportions of students giving each response there is, of course, the overhead of setup and the associated potential for technical failure. They also represent a buffer between students and lecturer which in most cases is unnecessary and undesirable. There are in fact many easy (and cheap!) ways to integrate and use feedback in lectures which require no set up of equipment. Non technical solutions can include voting by hands, written tests, using post-its, small group discussions and verbal questions and answers.

. 

Questions and answers in lectures

Questions and answers work both ways. During your lecture, you’ve got the opportunity to help your students to think, and asking them questions helps them to make sense of the topic, and lets you know how well they are doing so, and alerts you to areas where they are not yet succeeding to get their heads round the subject material being addressed. Allowing, and indeed encouraging students to ask you questions helps you to find out what your students still need from you on their journey towards achieving the intended learning outcomes. 

Getting students to ask you questions

What not to do: just ask “any questions?” now and then. Why not? Usually there’s no response, especially if you ask towards the end of your lecture. Students are likely simply to take your question as a sign to start packing up their pens, handouts, and kit.

Also, when students do take advantage of your offer to respond to their questions, you tend to get questions from the relatively confident students, who aren’t usually the ones who need most to have their questions answered. On the whole, students are shy at asking questions in lectures, not least because of the fear that they may ask a ‘stupid’ question and then feel embarrassed. Even when we assure them “better to feel stupid for a moment than to remain ignorant for a lifetime”, voicing a question in a lecture is a risky prospect for most students. That’s why they tend to come up to you at the end and ask their questions individually – but with schedules to keep, and the next class coming in shortly, that’s not an ideal alternative in practice. 

Some suggestions for when students do ask you questions in lectures include:

· Repeat the question to everyone – many may not have heard the question, and your answer won’t make any sense if they don’t know the question;

· Even if it is a stupid question, don’t make it’s owner feel stupid – just answer it quickly and kindly;

· If you don’t know the answer, don’t make one up – say that you’ll find out, or ask if anyone else has an answer.

Hint: a useful way of getting questions from a large group of students is to pass some post-its around. Ask all the students to jot down any questions they have, one per post-it, and either to pass them down to you, or to stick them on a wall or door on their way out of the lecture. You can then gauge which questions are the most prevalent ones, and answer them in your next lecture, and note also what the other questions tell you about how the overall learning is progressing in the group. 

A variation of this is the ‘paper shower’. Students write their question on a piece of paper, screw up the paper into a ball and throw it at the lecturer!

What to do if you can’t answer a question

First of all, if it’s a question that your students don’t actually need to know an answer to, say so. “Interesting, but not actually needed for your course” and so on. If it is a valuable question give yourself time to think. Repeat the question to everyone, as other students may not have heard the question. Consider saying “this is a really good question. How many of you can respond to this?” and look for volunteers. Quite often, there will be someone there who is willing to answer it. At the very least this extra time is enough to give you a chance to think of how you may respond. If you still don’t know the answer consider breaking it down into smaller bits. Then start by responding to one of the bits where you do have something to say. Finally, admit that at this point of time you don’t have an answer to the question, but you will find one by the time of the next lecture. Invite the student who asked the question to jot it down on a post-it, with their email address, so that you know exactly what the question was, and can respond to the questioner directly as soon as you’ve located an answer. Whatever you do don’t try to make an answer up! If it turns out to be wrong, or if you get stuck in the process, you will soon have the full attention of all of the students – not what you really want at this stage!

Getting students to answer your questions
In large group lectures in particular, students can be quite reticent about answering your questions. They may fear looking stupid, or ‘being caught out’ when they haven’t been paying attention, and so on.

Here are some ‘don’ts’ for asking questions in your lectures.

· Don’t ask the whole class a question, then simply answer it yourself. That just causes the class not to take your questions seriously.

· Don’t pick on the same students each time you ask a question – for example the ones who happen to have eye-contact with you. That just discourages students to look at you!

· Don’t just pick on students near to you – that allows those at the back to become even more switched-off than they may be already.

· Don’t choose a student then ask your question – that causes everyone else not even to try to think of an answer to your question.

Question, pause, pounce!

A good way to ask students questions in your lecture is this three-stage approach:

1. Ask the question;

2. Wait for enough time for most students to be ready to give at least some level of answer;

3. Pounce – pick a student at random.

This means more students think of an answer – their learning is more active. Don’t, however, intimidate students. When you pick a student who can’t (or won’t) answer a particular question, move on fairly quickly to another student. If students come to fear the prospect of being asked a question in a large-group situation, they may well opt not to attend at all!

Hint: where possible, show your questions on-screen, so that students can see it as well as hear it. It also makes the questions seem more important to students, and they’re more likely to take on board that these are questions that they need to become able to answer. 

Another hint: if you’re issuing handouts in your lecture, it only takes a minute or two to pencil onto (say) the top right-hand corner of each copy a number, 1 to 257 for example. You can then ask students to note the number on their handout, and also to notice the numbers on their neighbours’ handouts. You can then ask your question, pause for a moment, then say “whoever has handout number 78 please?”. You may notice this particular student ‘shrinking’, but people close to the student will point out the student concerned. Then when you’ve asked your next question, you can return to the owner of handout 78 and ask “now you pick a number between 1 and 257 please”, and from now on it isn’t a matter of you picking on particular students to answer your questions – they have ownership of the process.

Hint: A simple feedback system which offers more options involves issuing students with 4 coloured cards labelled A-D. Frequent multiple-choice questions can be displayed at the front of the lecture theatre with colour coded options which students answer by holding up the card which corresponds to the selected option. By using carefully designed questions, the lecturer can easily identify problems in student learning and address these problems immediately. Questions can of course be quite complex requiring an informed guess or eliciting student opinions. The coloured cards can also be used as a signalling system by students (e.g. red card – “I haven’t grasped the concept yet”, green card – “Yes, I’m following”). 

How can you contingency plan? 

Time management

When planning a timetabled one-hour lecture slot it is important not to regard it as sixty minutes worth of content. Within the notional one hour lecture you need, as a minimum, to consider allowing time for:

· the preceding class to vacate the room

· students to arrive and settle in

· explaining the intended outcomes

· answering student questions

· dwelling on points that need additional explanation

· revisiting the intended outcomes

· leaving the room ready for the next class

· allowing time for your students to move to their next class

It is therefore sensible to plan a maximum of 40 minutes for the ‘delivery’ part of your lecture.

In practice however, 40 minutes is still too long for you to ‘deliver’ and too long for your students to ‘receive’ as concentration spans are much shorter than 40 minutes.

It is a good idea to break the lecture down into shorter elements, perhaps four elements of ten minutes each and to alternate between talking to students and getting students doing things for example making notes, asking you questions, answering questions you ask them. The advantages of this approach are:

· It should take far less time for you to prepare two 10 minute talks than a sixty minute monologue.

· It is easier for you to ‘cut and paste’ activities from one lecture to another if time runs out or you find you have time available to fill in a session.

· It gives you chance in the lecture to catch your breath, regain your composure, and plan what exactly to do next.

There are, of course, 3 possible scenarios when it comes to time management in a lecture – the planned session will finish exactly on time; you will come to the end of your planned session early; or the session will overrun. 

Finishing early

Don’t worry about finishing early! Students actually like lectures which finish early now and then. However, it is a good idea to have something in reserve. Simple, effective activities which take little time to prepare include:

· A set of short, sharp quiz questions on your lectures to date with the group

· Giving out post-its, and asking students to write any questions they would like to ask about the subject on them, and pass the post-its down to you. Choose which questions to answer to the whole group until the time is used up.

· Putting up a slide of a past exam question on the topic you’ve been covering, and explaining to students a little about what was be expected in answers to that question.

· Giving a brief overview of what’s coming next – for example showing the students the intended learning outcomes for the next couple of lectures.

Running out of time

There will always be occasions when the session progresses more slowly than you envisaged. Fire alarms, technical problems, or other factors outside your control can collude to slow progress. When this happens it is important not to overrun. Whilst students will rarely complain if a lecture finishes a little early they are less forgiving of lecturers who overrun. Do not fall into the trap of going at a rate of knots at the end of your session to get through the remaining content. It is far better when faced with this situation to identify a good stopping place, do your closing bit and stop. 

Planning for nerves

Even very experienced lecturers can be nervous working with large groups. The best thing you can do is to prepare for the worst. Three things you can do which take very little time to prepare are: 

· Print off an outline of your lecture in case you lose your place. If you are using Powerpoint print off a handout for yourself so you can be reminded which slide is coming next.

· Prepare an overhead that you can use at any point in the lecture asking students to jot down the two most important things they’ve learned so far from your lecture/s and compare with those sitting close to them. Then ask for volunteers to tell you what they chose. This often helps you to gain a feel for exactly what has been happening in their minds up to that point as well as giving you the opportunity to compose your thoughts.

· Smile, rather than sweat! Even if inside you’re quite tense, it’s best to give the impression of being cool, even when you’re not. You’ll notice that at least some of the students will smile back – this immediately makes you feel better.

Technology failure

As you become increasingly dependent upon technology in the lecture theatre the likelihood that the technology will let you down becomes highly probable. Network unavailability, software freezing, bulb failure or pieces of missing kit are now features of many large group sessions. Six things to do that take little effort are:

· Arrive five minutes early for the session and try to setup equipment before the students arrive.

· If you’re unsure about the equipment arrange for a technician to be available for the first five minutes of a class and have a direct contact number that you can use if needed during the session. 

· It’s a good idea always to have a discussion task ready and waiting. Ask your students to talk to those sitting next to them – give them a decision to reach, a problem to solve, and so on. Then when they’re all busy and eyes are off you, you can try to rescue the technology.

· Ask for help. “Anyone know how to fix this please?” quite often brings a competent volunteer from the floor. 

· If it’s towards the end of a session, wind up. Remind your students of the intended learning outcomes, and promise to cover anything important that remains outstanding on a future occasion (your students won’t mind you stopping early).

· Always carry a whiteboard pen with you!

The thing not to do is to struggle for ages, with the undivided attention of the whole group. The technology will let you down. Accept it but don’t allow it to throw you. Remember, your main value to your students is as a supporter of their learning through formative feedback not as a disseminator of content. Visual aids and content can be posted on the web afterwards. When all else fails talk to your students, they may even enjoy the novelty of a lecture without technology!

Ten tactics for motivating students in your lectures

Do you sometimes look round at students’ faces in your lectures, and ask yourself ‘is there anyone actually there?’. This is sometimes because your students are lacking in motivation. The following suggestions may help you to generate some motivation.

1. Tell them about what’s in it for them. Think of the benefits they should derive from attending this particular lecture. How will it help them in the big picture? What will they take away with them, that they wouldn’t have got if they hadn’t attended? How will being present at this lecture make their future lives easier? Sometimes you’ll have to work out how to respond to ‘what’s in it for me?’ by thinking quite hard about what exactly your students should be getting out of the lecture. Sometimes, the intended learning outcomes will lend themselves to identifying the benefits of being present.

2. Link each lecture forward to assessment. Most students are driven by assessment. If they know they will get marks for something in due course, they pay more attention to it. In fact, each lecture should link forward to assessment in one way or another – whether leading towards an exam question possibility or a coursework assignment. Assessment should link firmly to students’ evidence of achievement of the intended learning outcomes, so you should be able to comment on the links when you talk about these outcomes at the beginning and end of each lecture.

3. Smile! Show enthusiasm – not just for the subject but also for the students. Make them feel welcome. Help them to feel that you are pleased to see them. Enthusiasm is infectious! If you look bored with the subject you’re going to lecture on, that won’t do anything for your students’ motivation.

4. Make lectures an active learning experience for your students. They will remember what they do in your lectures much better than what you tell them. Plan at least three things for them to do in any hour. Bring in variety – something to do on their own, something to do in little buzz groups, and some questions for them to answer – for example in an oral quiz.

5. Ring the changes. Don’t have students doing the same sort of thing for too long in any lecture. Concentration spans are measured in minutes, not hours. Motivation is often inversely proportional to boredom. When students say ‘the time flew by’ you know you’re winning, and that they are more likely to look forward to your lectures.

6. Help students to make notes, not just take notes. Just copying things down from the screen – or from what you say – is a very passive business. Students can take notes without the subject really passing through their conscious minds. Get them to make notes, for example by giving them a couple of minutes now and then to make their own summaries of what you’ve been explaining to them, or to try out what they’ve learned on case-study examples or problems.

7. Make it worth their while being there. They should take away with them more than just a pristine handout. Their motivation will increase if they feel that they’ve actually achieved something during each lecture. Aim to allow students to make sense of concepts and ideas actually during the lecture, rather than hoping that they will go away and make sense of things in their own time.

8. Make best use of the whole group being together. For example, use lectures to find out what questions students have, and to answer them. This is actually much more efficient for you than explaining the same answers to different students at different times. It’s also fairer, as those students who ask questions privately could otherwise become advantaged over those who don’t. Use lectures to answer all the important questions, so that people who didn’t even realise that they didn’t yet know the answer to a question are also helped.

9. Don’t pretend that every part of the subject is extremely interesting! All subject have their less-interesting bits. Admit to your students that certain parts are difficult – even tedious – but explain why they need to master these parts to be able to move on to more interesting and more important areas. Students’ motivation increases sometimes when they realise that finding something tedious or difficult is not at all unexpected to you. It helps them to appreciate that you’re on their side, helping them with their learning, not just expecting them to be enthusiastic about everything without question.

10. Come to a definite conclusion towards the end of each lecture. Don’t just stop when time runs out. Help students to feel that they’re really achieved something in each lecture. Remind them of the intended learning outcomes for that lecture, and check out to what extent they now feel that they’ve achieved them. Don’t be concerned when there are some outcomes that they haven’t yet achieved – come back to these in future lectures. Some things need several attempts before they begin to make sense – let students know this is perfectly normal.

Conclusion.

Designed and delivered correctly the large lecture offers a great opportunity to efficiently and effectively engage students in active learning.

When designing large group lectures it is useful to use the following checklist:

1. What are we trying to achieve?

2. What do students need to learn?

3. How is this lecture linked to assessment?

4. What are students going to do?

5. How are we going to use feedback to check if students are learning?

It’s a good idea not to try to put too much content into a lecture. It’s better to get students thinking deeply about a couple of important things, than to tell them about half-a-dozen things and lose their attention. The initial investment of time preparing a large group lecture can pay dividends in the long run, although time is far better spent on designing student activities, simple ways of getting students to recall concepts and on feedback than on professional visual aids and lengthy monologues. 

This chapter has sought to offer some suggestions that may make your lectures more effective and more efficient to design and deliver. Ultimately, however, lectures would be dull for students if we all approached them in exactly the same ways, and they need to be comfortable to your own personality, so overall the best plan is to approach large-group teaching in your own way, try to enjoy yourself, but keep checking out how your students are finding your approach. 

Making learning happen in large groups 

Extract from ‘Making Learning Happen’ Phil Race, 2005, London: Sage.
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Learning by finding out the answers to questions

In many teaching-learning contexts, not least lectures and small-group sessions, one of the most productive ways of making learning happen is to cause learners to ask questions, and provide answers to their questions. When they are working out what questions to ask, they are exploring their own need to learn at the time, and at the same time often working on what they want to find out. Asking questions is one kind of learning by doing. Receiving answers to their own questions is of course learning through feedback as is hearing answers to other people’s questions. Ideally, all of these processes should help them to make sense or digest the topics which are the basis of the questions.

In this Chapter, I am writing this book  so as to encourage you to adopt a ‘learning through answers to questions’ approach. These two Chapters are therefore written around a series of questions about large-group teaching and small-group teaching respectively. Another reason why I chose this approach for the present book is that I have already written a great deal about both large-group and small-group teaching recently. In Brown and Race (2002), we explored ‘Lecturing’ in substantial detail, with wide-ranging references to the recent literature on the topic. I also provided practical suggestions about large group teaching in Chapter 3, and small group teaching in Chapter 4 of Race (2001). Therefore rather than risk repeating myself here, I am using the question-and-answer format to extend the discussion in the particular context of this book – making learning happen.

What is a large group?

It all depends! For an increasing number of staff in post-compulsory education, classes numbering several hundreds are not unusual – especially first year cohorts in university programmes. For others, 80 is a large group. However, many staff have hitherto worked with much smaller groups, and when numbers rise from 10 to 20, it feels like a large group. In fact, I’ve included much more detail on working with 20-ish learners at a time in ‘Making workshops work’, the final Chapter in this book, and in many respects a group of 20 can be thought of as a workshop context, where the main idea is to keep them active, as participants rather than just ‘an audience’.

The same applies, however, to much larger groups. Ideally, even with hundreds sitting in a lecture theatre, we want them all to be learning actively, for as great a proportion of each time slot as we can manage. Each learner is still an individual, and we need to try to make learning happen in all the individual brains in the lecture theatre. It sometimes takes a bit of thought to design learning-by-doing activities which can still work with hundreds of learners at a time. Other questions and answers in this Chapter address this in more detail.

How can we get learners to ask questions in large groups?

While it is relatively easy to get learners to fire their questions at us in small groups, or one-to-one contexts, it is harder to achieve this with hundreds of learners at a time. One thing that can help is to ask everyone to jot down two or three questions, and give them a couple of minutes to do so. Then ask them to compare their questions with those of their immediate neighbours. Then ask for questions. This way, you have more chance of getting the questions that are more widely owned, and more important. It is also a way of causing everyone to think about at least some questions, so that even the learners who don’t get answers to their questions during the session still are able to take the questions away with them. If you’d just got learners to think of some questions, and call them out, many of the questions in their minds would have evaporated away very soon after the session.

However, even as discussed above, there can be another problem – dominant learners – read on.

How can we enable learners to get answers to their questions in large-group sessions, without the sessions being monopolised by a few vociferous learners?

Following on from my response to the previous question, it remains worthwhile trying to get all of the learners to write down a question or two in the first instance. When, however, you know that it will be the same learners who voice their questions, possibly because they are more confident than their course mates, some alternative tactics can come in handy.

For example, pass out post-its so the whole group can have one each, and ask everyone to jot down one or two questions on their post-it. Then ask for the post-its to be passed to you, and stick them on a flipchart, whiteboard, window or suitable wall. With really large groups, get the learners themselves to do this, it’s quicker. You can then scan through the questions, picking off a post-it at a time, and reading out the question so everyone knows what you’re going to be answering. Then you can answer the question, filing the post-it so you have an accurate record of which questions you answered.

Normally it is worth concentrating on those questions which you can readily see to be relatively common ones, so that you are satisfying the needs of a reasonable cross section of the large group. However, it is also worth taking away with you all of the post-its, and looking through them in your own time, sometimes creating a ‘FAQ’ (frequently asked questions) sheet containing other important questions and headline answers, to give out at your next meeting with the large group.

One of the advantages of post-its is that learners still have the comfort of anonymity. It does not matter if some of the questions are banal or even silly. The point is that you find out what questions are in the minds of those who really needs some answers. Those learners who would be too shy at speaking out a question in front of the large group are usually perfectly happy to write the question down on a post-it. The vociferous learners have exactly the same opportunity to pose their questions, so the process can be regarded as an equal opportunities one.

How can we manage inappropriate behaviours in large groups?

This is a frequently asked question at workshops on dealing with large groups! I often use a ‘thirty second theatre’ technique with workshop participants working in threes, where one makes an ‘inappropriate behaviour incident’, another responds as the teacher or lecturer for no more than 30 seconds, then the 3rd who has been observing leads a discussion on how well the exchange might have gone in a real situation, and explores alternative ploys. Some of the most frequent ‘inappropriate behaviours’ are discussed below.

Learners coming in late

This is increasingly common, not least because many learners have commitments which sometimes conflict with their college programmes – childcare, work-related matters and so on. It can be very infuriating, however, especially when latecomers disrupt a large group as they make their way to the  remaining seats. Indeed some latecomers seem to be only too happy to be disruptive in such circumstances.

Confronting them publicly is not the best idea. If they are indulging in attention-seeking behaviours, that would just reward them. Moreover, when latecomers have good reasons for being late, making them feel uncomfortable is not likely to increase their confidence to turn up late ever again, and they are quite likely to miss your session entirely rather than risk further embarrassment.

Probably the safest option is to ignore late-comers. Pausing while they settle themselves in is better than trying to carry on talking but with learners being distracted by the late-comers’ entry. But sometimes you can’t just ignore them, and need to wait too long until they have settled down. If there are successive interruptions of this kind, it can be wearing both on yourself and on all the other learners in the group. Peer-pressure under such circumstances can often come to bear on regular offenders.

Some lecturers can’t resists a touch of irony. “So glad you could join us” and so on. But this can sometimes hit hard at the odd learner who is hardly ever late. When you are able to use their names, it can be useful to say something to them by name for example “There are still some seats down here, John”, and this can at least have the effect that the latecomer knows that you know who he or she is.

One tactic which can reduce the incidence of late-comers is to always start as soon as reasonably possible, but with something particularly useful to learners. For example, preceding the intended learning outcomes for this session with five important points to carry forward from the last session can reward those who are punctual, particularly when these points contain useful advice relating to forthcoming assessment based on the last session.

Learners chatting to each other

This is often a sign that they are bored – or at least that their motivation is low. However, sometimes learners are talking to each other in more productive ways, such as:

· Explaining a point to a neighbour who missed it;

· Clarifying what something you said actually means;

· Translating something into a different language for someone whose first language isn’t English.

Whatever the context, however, it is unwise to continue trying to talk above a growing level of background chatter. Sometimes, going closer to the people who are chatting stops them. Alternatively, asking them “is there a problem here?” can help you to find out what’s going on. 

It is more difficult to decide what to do when the problem is simply that some learners are not interested in what is going on, and are being deliberately disruptive! Asking them to leave may be an option, but if they refuse to leave becomes a real problem. 

Sometimes, a level of background chatter can be a signal to do something quite different with the large group. Options include:

· Give them a task where they are intended to talk to the people sitting closest to them for a few minutes – for example put up a slide asking them to argue a case with each other, or make a decision, or think of some causes for a phenomenon. When learners are getting restless, and one of the symptoms is talking to each other, causing them to talk to each other for a few minutes can help them to get it out of their system.

· Make it more interesting. This is where it can be useful to inject a little humour, for example by having a hidden action button on a PowerPoint slide which you can use to summon up an amusing picture, or something else to restore learners’ concentration.

· Give them a written task to do individually first, then discuss with each other. If some learners continue chatting, you at least know that you may need to push them a little harder to get down to the task before continuing to talk to each other as intended.

· If it’s near the scheduled end of the session, bring it to a close anyway, rather than press on against all the odds to cover everything you had intended to cover in that particular session.

What kinds of classrooms make large-group teaching a nightmare?

The worst environmental conditions for large-group teaching include:

· More learners than seats – aisles or steps are not comfortable!

· Too hot or too cold;

· Lack of control of the lighting, to make projected images suitably visible;

· Uncomfortable seats;

· Narrow corridors leading to and from the venue, leading to congestion when one large group needs to leave and another is waiting to enter;

· Poor acoustics – difficulty in being heard well at the back or sides of the room;

· Poor visibility – for example in large flat rooms where learners obstruct each others’ vision of yourself or of the screen or whiteboard;

· ‘Noisy’ floor surfaces, where late-comers make a lot of sound, or chairs squeak as they are adjusted;

· Poor location of equipment, for example a computer keyboard where you have to turn your back on the group to use the machine.

More often than not, we simply have to make the most of what we’ve got when it comes to large-group teaching spaces. Grumbling about the room to our learners does not solve the problems, though it can be appropriate to offer them some sympathy or encourage them to mention the problems as they see them when giving them feedback opportunities. 

Some problems are within our control. Visibility, for example can be aided by only using the top half of projection screens and whiteboards. If you’re using successive bullet points on PowerPoint slides, for example, you can soon see how far down the bullet points go before learners can be seen moving their heads to see past people in front of them. Then you can aim to minimise this by designing all your slides to use the visible part of the screen. 

A microphone and loudspeakers can help with audibility problems, and can also save you from tiring (or even damaging) your voice by sustained attempts to speak more loudly. Some training in voice projection can also be valuable.

How can you help individuals to be heard in large group sessions?

We’ve already explored some ways to get questions from individual learners, for example using post-its. However, it’s useful to be able to respond to spontaneous questions from learners too. Always try to repeat the question back to the whole group before proceeding to answer it, as people behind the questioner may not have been able to hear the question when first posed. If the question is a long one, or a complex one, or an unclear one, it can be worth clarifying the question, for example by asking “is your question really about…?”, or suggesting “Let’s break this question into three parts…” and then breaking it down into a logical sequence before continuing to answer it. Repeating the question back to the whole group also gives you a little longer to mentally rehearse how you’re going to respond to it.

Sometimes, a dialogue happens between one particular learner and yourself. In such cases, if the room allows, it can improve things if you can move closer to the questioner, so that it is easier for you to interact well with this learner, and so that they are better able to make sense of your responses to them. If however the dialogue becomes too protracted, it may be necessary to explain to the whole group that “I think this is a matter for the two of us to explore outside this session”, so that they don’t feel that they are being ignored.

What do learners do that hinders learning?

We’ve already explored some learners actions which hinder learning – late-coming and chatting inappropriately. There are many other things they may do which get in the way of their learning. These include:

· Taking notes rather than making notes. At one level, this is not a problem, as if they’re busy copying things down from the screen or board, or writing down what you are saying to them, they’re unlikely to be disruptive in other ways. However, taking notes is usually very passive, and making notes is much better for learning. Making notes can include making their own summaries of what has been covered in the last few minutes, or annotating a handout with the main points that you have covered which are not already presented there, and so on. It is important to help learners to make notes by building in suitable time spans (for example two minutes) to give them an opportunity to do this. It can also be useful to allow another minute or two for them to compare the notes they made with each other and add further ideas to their own notes. “Now steal your classmates’ best ideas for a minute” is irresistible to many learners.

· Just sitting passively. This is all too easy. Unless we cause learners to be active in large group sessions, many will just sit there waiting until they’re told to do something. They may look as though they’re listening – even quite attentively – but may have already found out that as long as though they look as though they are there in spirit, they can switch off mentally! The answer is for us to continue to take control of what they do, so they have a variety of things to do and are less likely to sink into passivity. We can alternate between getting them to answer questions, discuss points with each other, make notes, solve problems, apply what they’ve just learned to a case-study scenario, and so on.

· Going to sleep and snoring! This is many lecturers’ worst-case scenario of things going wrong in large groups. It has to be said that for things to get this far, they must have been passive for rather too long in the first place, and we need to look to what we have done – or not done – to cause them to slumber. That said, it is worth remembering that at least some learners in any large group will be in need of sleep. Some may have worked late or early shifts, and be already deprived of sleep. Others may have enjoyed themselves into the early hours, to the same effect. Sitting still for a long time in a relatively warm comfortable environment, especially if the lights are dimmed for slides to be seen, fulfils fairly ideal conditions for human sleep! It does not help to make anyone who has nodded off feel seriously embarrassed – that may have the effect of causing them not to bother turning up at all next time they are tired and in danger of falling asleep. The kindest thing to do is perhaps to change the activity, for example getting everyone to discuss a point with their nearest neighbours – even if they have to wake up the odd neighbour in the process. 

What do lecturers do that hinders learning?

Learners themselves can tell us a lot about this. The worst – and all too frequent – comments that learners make about unsatisfactory experiences of large-group teaching feature one word – ‘boring’. Their feedback includes:

· Droning on and on;

· Going right over our heads;

· Not looking at us – or ignoring us;

· Going too fast – or going too slow (this is a problem in any large group, with people learning at their own speeds of course, and we need to try to vary the pace accordingly with ‘catch-up’ time for the slower learners, but giving the faster ones something extra to think about so that they don’t become bored);

· Telling us things we already know;

· Not linking the topic to what we know about it;

· Doing things that seem irrelevant;

· Forgetting to explain why a particular topic will be useful;

· Not responding to our questions or giving us the chance to ask them;

· Not giving us anything to do.

Some of this feedback warns us to sharpen up our own act, to make things as interesting as we can, checking regularly that the large group is ‘with us’, and keeping each and every member of the large group as active as we can.

However, there are many well-intentioned lecturer actions which can hinder learning too. These include:

· Going off on lengthy tangents to the main purpose of the session, sometimes out of a will to make a topic more interesting;

· Explaining things in detail when most of the group already need no further explanation;

· Presenting too much information without giving learners the chance to do something with the information, get feedback on their attempts, and make sense of the information;

· Sticking too closely to the agenda for the session, when all the signs are that learners need a few minutes out of thinking about a difficult concept, for example;

· Doing anything for too long at a time, failing to bring some variety to learners;

· Being too predictable!

It is helpful to us to continuously gather feedback from our learners about what they like about our large-group sessions, and what they dislike. We can’t please all of them all of the time, but the more we find out about their likes and dislikes, the better we can strike a balance. It can also be really useful to sit in on colleagues’ large-group sessions as often as possible. In someone else’s lecture, whatever the topic, we can usually come out with two lists:

· Things that seemed to work well for them, that I can try in my own large-group sessions;

· Thinks I noticed which didn’t work, and which I’ll try to avoid in my sessions.

This can all be done quite informally, and where team teaching is the norm, lecturers find it very useful simply to learn informally from each others’ approaches in this way. Many institutions nowadays have systems of peer-observation, and it is then useful to have direct feedback from different colleagues about how they find our individual approaches to large-group teaching. 

How can technology help to make learning happen in large groups?

The use of technology in large group teaching has evolved rapidly in the last few decades. Until the 1960s, large group teaching was mainly ‘chalk and talk’ – or indeed just ‘talk’ in some disciplines. There would occasionally be slide shows – a welcome treat for learners. But perhaps these were welcomed for two reasons – one good and one less-good – some visual stimulus, but also a chance to sit back without having to write anything down! 

Then came the overhead projector, making visual aids much more commonplace in large group teaching – and indeed in smaller group teaching too. There was also an expectation that any good teacher in post-compulsory education should master this strange new technology, and ‘educational technology’ emerged as a presence in institutions. Training courses were laid on for willing – and unwilling – teachers to induct them into the mysteries of the new equipment. In the university sector in particular, this was the first sign of moves towards training lecturers in teaching methods – it had previously been assumed that anyone who was qualified in a subject should automatically be able to teach it and assess learners’ work on it. Lindsay (2004) gives a provocative and amusing account of what happened since the 1970s in an extended review of two well-known texts now used widely in the field of educational development which emerged from these technology-based roots.

Modern lecture theatres are often very well equipped regarding technology. They are often more like cinemas than anything else, with comfortable seating, very large screens, and the facilities to project images from computer consoles, with live links to the web, DVDs, and cameras so that even today’s newspaper can be placed on the modern equivalent of the overhead projector, and a particular article zoomed into, so that all in the theatre can read even the small print. 

Overhead projection remains an option, but has been displaced to a significant extent by data projection using computer-based presentation managers, notably Microsoft PowerPoint. This is now so widely used that the word PowerPoint has itself come to be associated with most of the visual support used in large group teaching. This can easily include links to audio and video files, and is a convenient way of packaging up just about all of the technological support for teaching in large group contexts. 

In Brown and Race (2002) many of the issues involved in making learning happen with such technologies are explored in the chapter on ‘Lecturing Tools’. The danger remains, however, that some of the very sophisticated visual images that can now be seen in lecture theatres perpetuate the danger that accompanied those early slide shows half a century ago – learners switching off and just enjoying what they see. In Anderson and Race (2002), the whole area of ‘learning from screens’ is explored in some detail in the context of online learning, and the arguments presented there are easily extended to the learning which happens (or doesn’t happen) from the big screen in lecture theatres.

How can handouts be properly used in large groups to support learning?

Handouts have become increasingly important in the context of large group teaching, and are important not only to learners, but as elements of the evidence used to assess the quality of post-compulsory education. I have reflected the importance of handouts by discussing their use in rather more detail than most of the other questions considered in this Chapter, and linked handouts to the five factors underpinning successful learning quite overtly.

While feedback might be considered to be the lifeblood of making learning happen in post-compulsory education, handouts could be thought of as the arteries controlling the flow of information to learners’ hands – but perhaps not entirely successful in getting the information processed in their brains. Returning to Einstein’s idea that ‘learning is experience, everything else is just information’ it is easy to see that the main danger associated with handouts is that they give learners information, which does not in due course get processed by them to become their own knowledge.

Only two or three decades ago, handouts were relatively rare. Learners in lectures needed to make notes to take away from the lecture that which had been covered by the lecturer. Typically, this meant that in an hour, they could only acquire a few pages worth of information. If they had just been furiously writing out all they could capture from the lecture, this information may have been mainly unprocessed when they took it away, but at least the task of going again through it and turning it into their own knowledge was manageable. Nowadays, it is common for a great deal more information to be placed directly into learners’ hands, in handout form in lectures, or made available to them in course materials, in print or electronically. They may be able to download the information upon which a lecture focuses from the intranet, even before the lecture, and then work with it, adding to it ideas they gained from the lecture itself, and build into the material their thinking after the lecture. So it is not uncommon for learners to receive one way or another ten or twenty pages of information around a lecture – and printed pages contain many more words (numbers, pictures, graphs, diagrams, and so on) than could be written or drawn by any learner in an hour.

Similarly, where formerly learners needed to make their own notes from books in libraries, nowadays they are likely to make photocopies of the information they believe to be most relevant or important, and take the information away with them. Cue-seeking learners are probably the best at deciding which extracts are important enough for them to make their own copies, and cue-oblivious learners run the greatest risk of copying everything which might turn out to be relevant – this is in fact simply postponing (often indefinitely) the task of getting down to making sense of the information and turning it into their own knowledge.

How then can we make best use of pieces of paper with information already reproduced on them, to maximise the associated learning payoff learners derive from them?

Handouts and wanting to learn

For a start, if handouts look interesting, there’s more chance that they will be used and not just filed away. Making handouts look interesting can be done in several ways including:

· Making the subject matter interesting to read and study;

· Making the information on handouts digestible rather than dry and forbidding;

· Using paper to capture diagrams, graphs, pictures and so on to bring to life the ideas concerned;

· Even simply paying attention to layout, choice of font, and so on.

However, the most important way of ensuring that handouts enhance learners’ want to learn is to make sure that learners find them really useful. This can be partly achieved by paying attention to the content of the handouts, and helping learners to feel that at least some of the work has already been done for them in narrowing down the subject content such that everything on their handouts can already be regarded as important enough to spend some time and energy following up.

Handouts and needing to learn

Perhaps the most direct way that handout materials can help learners to take ownership of their need to learn is including (prominently) the relevant intended learning outcomes, and where necessary translating these into language which learners can readily relate to. In other words, it is useful to give learners some guidance about what in due course they need to become able to do with the content of the handouts – how learners will be expected to become able to evidence their achievement of the intended learning outcomes.

This does not assume that all of the intended outcomes can be achieved just by studying the information on a given handout. The intended outcomes can range outward, and link to what learners are expected to be able to do through their work on reference sources listed in a handout, along with guidance about how best to approach each individual source. Rather than (for example) suggest ‘now read Chapter 4 of Smith and Jones’, a handout is much more useful if it suggests ‘consult Chapter 4, particularly sections 3 and 5, looking for answers to the following questions…’ along with a self-assessment exercise helping learners to focus their work on the source so that they do indeed get out of it the most important things. Such guidance can also include advice such as ‘you don’t need to bother with sections 2 or 7 unless you really want to – these are not directly relevant to your own particular intended learning outcomes relating to this source’.

Handouts and learning by doing
Throughout this book I have stressed the importance of learning by doing – particularly practice, repetition of relevant activities, and learning by trial and error. When handout materials are designed quite overtly as learning by doing devices, the chance of them just being filed away are dramatically reduced. Handouts which contain several tasks and exercises are likely to be used, not just stored. When it can be seen that a handout is something to do things with – for example with boxes to be filled in, spaces for calculations to be done, and so on – at least learners know that simply leaving these boxes unfilled is not going to be sufficient. If it is made clear that the activities in a handout relate directly to the achievement of relevant aspects of the intended learning outcomes, learners are all the more likely to engage with the material. If it is also made very clear that doing the handout will relate well to the sorts of doing which will in due course be assessed (exam questions, assignments, essays, essay plans, and so on), learners become much more aware that they need to engage with the activities in a handout. 

Cue-seeking learners are in their element here of course, but cue-conscious learners find this way of highlighting what is important (and what isn’t) useful too, and cue-oblivious learners are still able to benefit to the extent that the things they do using the handout are already designed to be relevant and important, saving them perhaps from spending too much time or energy going off on tangents, or straying too far away from the intended learning outcomes which will form the basis of their assessment in due course.

Handouts and making sense of what is learned

There are several things we can do to design handouts which help learners to get their heads round ideas and concepts. As indicated above, we can design in to handouts relevant learning by doing, so that learners get the chance to apply their minds to the information in the handout and process it, as part of the journey towards building their own knowledge using the handout. Also as noted above, careful use of intended learning outcomes can assist learners in finding out what exactly they should be trying to make sense of, and alerting them to the ways in which they will need to become able to demonstrate that they have made sense of the material in the handout. 

Moreover, handout materials are really useful as study guides, referencing out to a wide range of print-based and web-based sources and resources, with the handouts helping learners to see exactly which parts of these sources are most relevant to use towards their becoming increasingly able to evidence their own achievement of the intended learning outcomes.

Handouts and learning through feedback
When the primary intention of handout material is to give learners feedback on things they have already done, handouts can be particularly useful in making learning happen. For example, when learners have struggled with something, a handout showing them how best to go about it may be eagerly used. 

However, one of the best ways of coupling learning by doing with feedback is to include in handout materials self-assessment exercises of one kind or another, where learners can have a go at a task or problem, then find elsewhere in the handout the means to judge their own efforts, finding out to what extent they ‘got it right’ – and more important – addressing the ‘if not, why not?’ question. Clearly there are disadvantages in making the feedback too easy to find – if learners can see it at the same time as seeing the tasks themselves, the temptation for eyes to stray towards the answers remains great, and only the most conscientious learners will resist looking straight at the solutions. Other learners who skip having a go at the problems may feel that looking immediately at the solutions is good enough, but we all know that being able to do something is not the same as feeling that one can do it correctly.

Some problems with handouts

Some learners take the view “I don’t need to go to the class, I can simply get a copy of the handout”. It is of course true that they can get a copy of the information, but with an element of good teaching just having the information is far from the equivalent of actually being there. Learners who miss out on the tone-of-voice, body language, facial expression, emphasis, clarification, and often inspiration of participating in a class are seriously disadvantaged – but often do not realise this until too late, thinking that they’ve ‘got’ it all in their copied handout. Indeed, in many an effective face-to-face session, a handout is more of an adjunct to the intended learning than a summary of it. 

Overlapping with this problem is “I’ve already got the handout, therefore there’s no point me going to the class”. This happens all too often when handout materials are issued in advance, or made available on an intranet before the relevant teaching session. 

Perhaps even more common is the view of learners sitting in a class, with their own copy of a handout safely in their possession, taking the view “I don’t need to pay attention now, I’ve already got the information, I can sit back and switch off now”. True, they may indeed already have got the information, but are then missing out on the best chance to turn that information into the beginnings of their own making sense of that information, using tone of voice, and so on as cues and clues.

Another problem is that learners sometimes don’t really know the answer to “what am I expected to do with this handout – read it now, revise from it later, do things with it now and soon after now, just file it, collect handouts until I’ve got all of them and then do something with them…? This list is endless. And in fact all such reactions to handouts could be regarded as handout-using-avoidance-tactics – excuses for putting off doing some real learning until later.

Perhaps the most significant thing about a handout is the matter of ownership. Whose handout is it? Is it simply the lecturer’s? When learners have done a lot with a handout during a class, the ownership is very much more theirs. When there’s a lot of their writing on the handout, they feel quite differently about it than when it was exactly the same as everyone else’s copy of the handout. In fact, they’re then much less likely to loan it to a friend who missed the session, to copy – they might lose their thoughts in the process – or indeed they may feel “why should so-and-so benefit from the work I’ve done on these pages?”

I have included below an example of a self-assessment checklist which learners could be given, aiming to get them thinking exactly how they are making use of handout materials. The example I chose for the checklist refers to a handout accompanying a particular lecture, but the idea of making such a checklist can easily be extended to help learners to self-evaluate how they are making use of any handout – any collection of information, exercises, subject matter and so on.

Checklist on using a handout during and after a lecture

	
	Please tick one or more columns as appropriate for each choice below.
	This is what I did
	I would have liked to do this, but didn’t manage it
	I didn’t think this necessary
	This just was not possible for me
	I’ll do this next time
	This was not possible for this handout

	1 
	I filed the handout together with other handouts from this course, but haven’t yet done anything with the handout itself.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2 
	I read through this handout within three days of getting it.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3 
	I marked up the handout with my own ideas during the lecture.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4 
	I marked up the handout with my own ideas within a few days of the lecture.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	5 
	I wrote onto the handout my own questions about the topic, so that I would not forget these questions.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	6 
	I compared my questions and notes on the handout with at least one other learner’s thoughts.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	7 
	I have tried the tasks and exercises in the handout now, and learned useful things through doing this.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	8  
	I have followed up the handout by reading suggested reference materials.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	9 
	I have used the handout as a framework to add further notes from other sources I have consulted.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	10 
	I found that the intended learning outcomes gave me a useful frame of reference, helping me to structure my work on the handout effectively.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	11 
	I missed the lecture concerned, but have now got a copy of the handout.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	12 
	I feel that I have mastered the handout, and that there is nothing further I now need to do with this bit of subject matter to be ready for any aspect of it that will come up in assessments.
	
	
	
	
	
	


How can we help learners to make meaningful records of learning in large groups?

I’ve already referred to the differences between making notes and just taking notes. It can be useful to help learners themselves to take ownership of the need to capture much more than just the information which is covered in large group sessions. Remind them that even just an hour or two after a lecture, especially if they have already been in two or three other lectures, much of the fine detail will have evaporated away.

Suggest that learners consciously try to capture questions which go through their minds all the way through large group sessions, and jot these questions down in their notes (perhaps in a different colour). These questions can include things they would have asked but didn’t, questions other learners asked, questions about things not yet understood, and so on. Even when questions are jotted down only to be followed by the answers becoming clear, it is valuable to have written down the question, and then perhaps ticked it or drawn an arrow to where the answer is now written down. 

How can we ensure that learning in large groups is inclusive?

In any large group, we need to be responding as best as we can to the fact that the group is likely to be diverse in several ways, perhaps ethnic background, age range, experience levels and ability range. We also need to do whatever we reasonably can to make ourselves heard more easily by those who find it difficult to hear us, and make both ourselves and our visual aids more visible to those with restricted eyesight. Everything we do to make a large group session more satisfactory for those with special needs should automatically improve things for everyone else at the same time. There is further discussion of inclusive teaching in Chapter 8 of this book.

What’s the difference between the kind of learning in a large group, and that which goes on in tutorials, seminars or problem classes?

In some subject disciplines, subject coverage is split carefully between large group sessions and various kinds of small group sessions. Probably the most important features of the learning which we should strive to engender in large groups are:

· Helping learners to see the big picture – including exactly where tutorials, seminars and other teaching-learning elements contribute to the overall context;

· Giving the whole group shared experiences – for example developing attitudes and feelings towards the subject matter and the various sources and resources available to deepen the learning experience;

· Providing the overall information map – for example using handouts, downloadable files from the intranet, reading lists, specific references and so on;

· Helping learners to set their sights regarding the real meaning of the intended learning outcomes, and the ways in which learners’ achievement of these outcomes will be assessed in due course;

· Sharing expectations about what learners are required to do on their own, so all members of the whole group are aware of the expected scope of reading around the subject they are intended to do;

· Providing an opportunity for clarification, so that collectively learners can have their questions answered;

· Helping learners to gain a real sense of identity in the cohort, and to see the links between the different subject areas they are studying.

Tutorials, seminars and other small-group learning contexts are necessarily not identical learning experiences for different sub-groups of the whole cohort, so large group sessions need to address all the things that all members of the whole group need to share.

What are the drivers of genuinely interactive learning in large groups?

Ideally, each large group session should be a learning by doing occasion for all members of the group. However, it is much easier – given the chance – for learners to simply sit there watching someone else do all the work! Lecturers often complain of learners wishing to be spoon-fed. It is therefore often an uphill struggle to cause learners to remain active during large group sessions, and many lecturers find it easier just to lecture. 

Once learners realise that they are doing important elements of learning during large group sessions, attendance levels improve – in both senses of the word ‘attendance’. We can get learners on-side to a significant extent by suggesting that our rationale for keeping them busy during large group sessions is to make best use of their precious time, so that their learning is well-started during each session, rather than them having to go back to their notes and handouts and start learning when assessment deadlines are looming up.

What kinds of briefing do learners need to help them understand how best to learn in large-group contexts?

In particular, learners need guidance on what to do in lectures. Especially in first-year courses, they may feel strangely lonely even in a packed lecture theatre, with no idea what they are expected to do – write it all down? Sit there and think about it? Try to look as intelligent as possible? Be quiet and ‘good’ and not interrupt by asking questions?

Some guidance on the differences between note-taking and note-making can be very welcome. It is best that this kind of guidance is regarded as everyone’s business, and not just the remit of a specialist in learning support services. When we all share our suggestions about how to make the most of large group sessions, learners pick up a much more balanced picture of the possibilities open to them, and the different ways that their lecturers themselves found successful when studying.

In particular, learners need to be well briefed on the importance of intended learning outcomes as a framework for their learning, and as the basis of a specifications framework laying down the standards of the evidence that they themselves need to become able to provide for their learning in the different kinds of assessment which will follow.

What kind of groundrules should be established for large group learning?

It is best if our approach to setting groundrules is a mutual affair. We can specify what we will try to do with a large group, for example:

· Start and finish each session punctually;

· Be helpful by providing clear detail of the intended learning outcomes near the beginning of each session;

· Help learners to understand exactly what standards we will be expecting them to reach regarding the evidence we will seek from them regarding their achievement of the intended learning outcomes in due course;

· Answer their questions – either as they come, or at intervals every now and then during the sessions;

· Be available at specified times and places for individual or groups to come and discuss particular problems or difficulties with us.

In turn, we can suggest some groundrules for members of the large group, along the lines of:

· We expect you to arrive punctually, as a courtesy to each other and to me;

· When not punctual for unavoidable reasons, to enter with as little disturbance as possible;

· Not to distract other learners by inappropriate chatter;

· Be ready to participate by answering questions, working in buzz groups, and so on;

· Come suitably prepared by doing suggested pre-session work;

· Respect all fellow learners, and avoid being offensive to anyone present.

Whose responsibility is it to make learning happen in large groups?

It can be argued that it is our responsibility to facilitate learning in large groups, rather than just attempt to transmit information to the learners. However, this only works when the responsibility is shared, and we succeed in persuading learners that they too need to play their part to gain optimum learning payoff from their participation in each session.

Why do we have large groups anyway?

There are many reasons why large group teaching is increasingly important in post-compulsory education. Not least, with policies to widen participation, there are many more learners in our systems, and it is clearly cost-effective to try to work with them in large groups for at least some of the time. But perhaps the most significant reasons for making good use of large group teaching is to give whole cohorts of learners shared experiences, so that each learner feels part of the group and knows what is expected of them.

What can we do to enhance the want to learn in large groups?

Ideally, each large group session should result in as many as possible of the group members going away fired up to continue their learning. Different lecturers achieve this in completely different ways. Probably the most important common factor is enthusiasm. If we seem bored with a subject, there’s not much chance we will inspire others to go and learn more about it. But it’s not just enthusiasm for the subject that matters. Learners are quick to pick up the vibrations of our enthusiasm for themselves. Lecturers who come across as really liking learners – and respecting them and treating them accordingly – do much to inspire learners to learn. 

How can we clarify the need to learn in large groups – shared standards, putting outcomes to work?

Large group teaching contexts are our best shot to clarify the need to learn. This is not least as this is the fairest context to give learners information about exactly what we expect of them. This is the context where it is fair to tell everyone at once about the assessment standards which underpin the achievement of the intended learning outcomes. Large group sessions are occasions when we can give cues and clues about the sorts of exam questions which would be reasonable ways to measure learners’ achievement of the intended outcomes – much better than giving such clues to only some of the learners in particular small group tutorials, or in response to individual questions privately. We can indeed collect learners’ individual enquiries about the standards expected of them from all sorts of contexts, but the best chance to clarify our expectations is when all the learners in a cohort are present. Indeed, if we make a habit of using large group contexts to let learners into the fine detail of our expectations, large group session attendance is improved. 

What can we get learners to do in large groups?

In Brown and Race (2002) we listed things learners actually do in lectures, and added some further things their lecturers hope that they may be doing. I have combined the two lists in the table presented below, which shows that just about all of human life goes on in large group sessions, including at least some actions which can be linked in straightforward ways to wanting to learn, taking ownership of the need to learn, learning by doing, learning through feedback, and making sense of what is being learned. You might find it useful to mark up the activities in the table below with the following codes:

W
=
wanting to learn

N
=
taking ownership of the need to learn

D
=
learning by doing

F
=
learning through feedback

M
= 
making sense of what is being learned

and then concentrating in your own large group sessions on facilitating those learner actions which have the highest learning payoff. Some of the learner actions ‘hit’ more than one of W, N, D, F and M, and these are all the more worthwhile to make space for in large group teaching. ‘Understanding the subject’ is not included in the list, as it takes a combination of several of the most productive actions to make this a reality. I should also point out that this table shows only some of the things learners do in large group teaching sessions!

Adding important points to the handouts

Admiring the cool, calm way the lecturer handles awkward questions

Answering each other’s questions

Answering the lecturer’s questions

Asking each other questions

Asking the lecturer questions


Being bored

Being impressed by the way the lecturer makes the technology work

Catching up with the report that’s due in at 11 o’clock

Challenging their assumptions

Chatting to the next learner

Coming down from illegal substances

Considering dropping out of the course

Copying down important things from the screen

Copying things down from the board

Copying things down from the screen

Copying things down (or trying to) that the lecturer says 

Discussing things with each other

Doing calculations, but then missing other things that are being said

Feeling desperate for a cigarette

Feeling embarrassed for the lecturer, standing there struggling away

Feeling embarrassed that they couldn’t answer the question

Feeling faint

Feeling put-down by the lecturer’s response to my answer

Feeling that they’ve heard all this before

Feeling the light dawning – and trying to capture it

Feeling they are only capturing some of the points

Feeling too hot

Finding out what others think

Fretting about their relationships

Getting annoyed at the learner in front busy texting on a mobile

Getting excited and wanting to find out more and more about the topic

Getting hungrier

Getting really tired

Having complex ideas clarified

Having misconceptions debunked

Hearing a range of opinions

Highlighting things in the handouts

Hoping that the cheque has come in the post

Itching to get to their books to get into the topic deeper

Jotting down their own answers to the lecturer’s questions

Jotting their notes onto the handout materials

Learning things

Listening and thinking, but most of their thoughts being gone again two hours later – or two minutes later sometimes

Listening to the cricket scores

Looking at the visual images on screen and comparing them with works of art seen in exhibitions

Looking for cues about how to tackle the assignment

Lusting after that learner two rows in front 

Making additional notes to the handout materials

Making links with things they had learned previously

Making mistakes in buzz group tasks and learning from them

Making notes 

Missing things – while writing down one point, two others have been made that they couldn’t get down

Never getting down as much as they’re trying to

Nodding off

Picking up my cues about what’s important

Practising things

Sharing ideas 

Still thinking about a previous lecture on a different topic

Summarising what’s being discussed

Taking down notes

Thinking about concepts

Thinking about the cheque which didn’t arrive this morning

Trying not to cough

Trying out short problems and getting feedback on how they undertook the task

Trying to make connections between theory and practice

Trying to sort out what’s important and what’s just background

Trying to stay awake

Waiting for the minutes to go by

Waiting, and waiting for some of the class to get things down and for the whole thing to move on

Wanting to leave, but not daring to

Wanting to talk to their neighbour to check out whether they are the only one who can’t see the point

Watching the lecturer

Watching the on-screen presentation

Wishing they hadn’t said such-and-such to so-and-so

Wishing they’d looked at the last two sets of notes, and wondering whether this would have made the present lecture make sense to me

Wondering how on earth this person got to be a lecturer

Wondering if they will dare ask so-and-so out

Wondering what the lecturer’s partner is like

Working out what seems likely to be coming up in the exam

Working out where to try to live next

Worrying about an unwanted pregnancy

Worrying about the assignment on another module

Worrying about the credit card demand

Worrying about whether they will be chucked off the course

Writing down their own questions for later study

Writing down their own questions so that they can check them out later.

What can we do in large groups?

Probably the most important thing to say at the outset is that there is no one best way of running a successful large group teaching session – different people do it well in quite different ways. Asking workshop participants to identify the most important large group teaching behaviours gives a wide range of responses, all of which have their place. But each works best for different people in different ways. The table below shows a list of such behaviours.

Adapting the session to the actual needs of the group at that time

Asking learners questions

Asking learners to identify issues

Being accessible and approachable

Being enthusiastic

Being flexible

Causing learners to revise

Challenging learners’ thinking

Developing learners’ study skills

Doing a variety of things

Encouraging them to ask questions

Encouraging feedback

Encouraging participation

Entertaining

Explaining concepts

Explaining outcomes/objectives

Facilitating learners working in groups

Facilitating processing of material

Getting feedback from learners

Getting learners to do things with handouts

Getting learners to make individual learning plans

Giving learners feedback on their work

Giving learners practical examples

Giving value-added to person who bothers to turn up

Having prepared properly

Initiating discussion

Inspiring learners

Listening to the learners

Making it relevant to learners – personalising it

Managing the time well

Orientating and guiding 

Providing notes

Questioning

Quizzing learners

Relating their work to the forthcoming or ongoing assignment

Reviewing material they have previously learned

Setting learners challenges

Setting the scene – placing the present bit into context

Setting the scene about how learning should happen

Signposting the intended learning

Stimulating interest

Storytelling

Testing learners

Using humour where appropriate

Using mixed methods

Using real examples

Using their experience

Using visually attractive material

All of these processes can be regarded as contributing to making learning happen in large groups. Note how many of these actions go well beyond just ‘lecturing’ or ‘telling learners things’. The more different things we can include in any large-group session, the less likely it is that it will be found to be boring by learners.

Just to put the list of good teaching actions into perspective, the table below shows the other side of the picture. This list was compiled by asking a hundred or so research students to think back to the worst teacher they had ever had the misfortune to encounter, and to jot down some of the actions which led to them being so regarded.

Appeared not to understand the topic

Blagged it

Carried on regardless of learners chattering

Condescended

Could not understand questions being posed by learners, and could not answer questions

Delivered too many facts

Deviated from the subject

Didn’t answer questions

Didn’t check or care if we understood

Didn’t control the class

Didn’t give criticism when learners got it wrong – didn’t seem to care

Didn’t hold authority

Didn’t prepare the topic

Didn’t respect people having their own opinions

Digressed an hour at a time

Embarrassed learners

Forgot about people

Frightened learners

Gave irrelevant examples

Had a boring monotone voice

Had no regard for safety

Insulted learners

Just read from the book

Lacked patience

Moaned a lot

Only addressed the responsive learners

Only covered exam material – nothing else

Paid no attention to the male learners

Polarised the class

Propagandised

Put fear of God into class

Read out loud from textbook

Seemed confused

Shouted

Showed bias, had pets

Spent 15 minutes reading the book, then started

Spoke about everything but the topic

Used emotional blackmail

Was a bad speaker

Was abusive, used ritual humiliation (french)

Was always late

Was arrogant

Was arrogant

Was boring

Was brutal

Was highly strung

Was inarticulate

Was inconsistent

Was intimidating

Was monotonous

Was patronising

Was prejudiced

Was rude

Was sarcastic

Was short-tempered

Was unapproachable

Was unavailable

Was unconfident

Wasn’t interested in the subject

Wrote and talked at the same time

Note, however that many of the responses about poor teachers are actually about what they were and not just what they did. We can’t change what we are as easily as we can adjust what we do!

How best can we make use of large groups as a feedback-rich environment?

Too often, the value of lectures as feedback-receiving opportunities is under-used. We can give each and every learner in even the largest group feedback, but only if we have got them to do something – decision-making, problem solving and so on. But we can get much more feedback to each member of a large group if we include buzz-group episodes, and get them arguing, debating, speculating, practising, explaining things to each other and so on during the large-group session. It is worth remembering how valuable it is for each learner not just receiving feedback, but giving it to fellow-learners. Both processes link strongly to making sense of what is being covered.

We can pave the way towards making optimum use of the feedback-rich environment of large groups by taking away the perceived pressure we often feel, that we must use the precious time to cover as much as possible of the syllabus content prescribed. We can make time to use in feedback by using handouts to provide learners with the information they need, rather than allowing them to simply gather it from us in a one-way process. We can then get learners working individually or collectively processing the information in their handout materials, making sense of it as they proceed. 

How can we help learners to make sense of things in large-group contexts?

Ideally, we need to make learning happen in large groups, not just some time later when learners revise the contents of a session for exams or assignments. Helping learners to get their heads round ideas and concepts during large group sessions is best done by making sure that there are plenty of learning by doing episodes during the session, each followed by feedback (from fellow learners and from us) so that each learner has the opportunity to find out how much making sense has so far occurred. Our best chance to help learners to make sense of things is when they have us with them, with all the extra dimensions of tone of voice, body language, eye contact, repetition, emphasis, and so on. Few of these dimensions can be taken away from the large-group session itself, unless learners have distilled these into their notes and handouts.

We can, however, cause further making sense to occur, by setting tasks for learners to do between one session and the next, so that they engage in further learning by doing, practice, trial and error and so on. This is made all the better if we can arrange that they get feedback as quickly as possible – for example by encouraging them to do some of the tasks in small groups with discussion. Alternatively, we can for example issue a problems sheet at the end of the session, with a marking scheme and model answers in a sealed envelope. Few learners fall into the temptation of opening the envelope before they have had a go at the problems. The feedback they get when they do their self-marking and compare their work to the model answers is much more rapid than if they had to wait until the next teaching session. We can put some pressure, where necessary, on learners to make sure that they actually do the between-sessions work by quizzing the whole group about the work in the opening minutes of the forthcoming session, choosing names at random to shame any learners who have not got round to the task.

Why does large-group learning always have to take place on campus? Courtrooms, exhibitions, sports arenas, Trafalgar square, …

Not least because of the demand for suitable teaching spaces, large group teaching tends to be timetabled into lecture theatres and large classrooms. The best of these are often heavily booked, and staff are reluctant to give up such bookings. That said, there are often alternative venues where at least some aspects of large group teaching can be arranged from time to time. One advantage of arranging the occasional session somewhere completely different from the lecture theatre is the power of memory by association. If a particular topic happens to be the only part of the syllabus that was experienced in the sports hall, or local theatre, it will probably be better remembered by most of those present. Outdoor venues can be a welcome relief when the weather is suitable. Courtesy demands, however, that any substitution of venue is treated systematically, so that if for example the best-equipped lecture theatre is relinquished for a session, the theatre can be used by another group, giving that extra bit of variety to that group’s learning experience. Nothing makes a member of staff so unpopular than when colleagues find out that they had not actually used a ‘booked’ room.

How can we help learners to follow up their learning from lectures?

Left to themselves, learners often simply add their notes and handouts to piles of similar information-bearing papers. Sometimes, it’s only when revising for exams or test that they return to these original materials, and unsurprisingly it is then often not at all easy to make sense of the materials. All the extra impact of tone of voice, emphasis, body language, repetition, clarification and so on has evaporated away from the information in the notes and handouts. Learners often ask themselves “was I actually there for this session? Did I copy the notes from someone who was there?”. And sometimes: “is this really my handwriting?”. 

We can advise learners how useful it is to follow up each large group session within two or three days, to edit and improve the notes and handouts while the memory of the session itself is still present. One way of helping learners to realise for themselves the importance of not losing the experience of large group teaching is to get them reflecting on what they do after the average lecture. The self-assessment checklist shown below is one way of alerting learners to what we hope they will be doing after each lecture. Furthermore, if we can persuade learners to give us copies of filled-in self-assessment questionnaires of this kind, we too can find out a lot more about what they are actually doing after each large group session; this may make our expectations rather more realistic.

Self-assessment checklist to use after a lecture

	
	Please tick one or more columns for each of the options below.
	This is what I did
	I would have liked to do this, but didn’t manage it
	I didn’t think this necessary
	This just was not possible for me
	I’ll do this next time

	1 
	I’ve looked through my notes to check I understood everything.
	
	
	
	
	

	2 
	I’ve re-read the handout, and made extra notes on it to help me to remember what seemed clear at the time.
	
	
	
	
	

	3 
	I’ve jotted down questions where I don’t yet understand something, onto my notes and handouts for me to follow up later.
	
	
	
	
	

	4 
	I’ve filed my notes carefully where I can find them easily later.
	
	
	
	
	

	5 
	I’ve followed up reading suggestions made by the lecturer.
	
	
	
	
	

	6 
	I’ve noted down for revision purposes the three most important things from the lecture.
	
	
	
	
	

	7 
	I’ve looked back at the course outline to see how this lecture fits into the programme as a whole.
	
	
	
	
	

	8 
	I’ve looked forward on the course outline to see what will be coming up in the next lecture.
	
	
	
	
	

	9  
	I’ve made sure that the intended learning outcomes for the lecture are included in or with my notes.
	
	
	
	
	

	10 
	I’ve checked how well I reckon I’ve already achieved each of the intended learning outcomes, and marked these decisions against the outcomes for future reference.
	
	
	
	
	

	11 
	I’ve asked my fellow learners for their reactions to what we learned in the lecture.
	
	
	
	
	

	12 
	I’ve compared my notes with those of at least one fellow learner, and added in things I missed.
	
	
	
	
	

	13 
	I’ve self-tested myself on what I remember from the lecture, and to find those parts that are in danger of slipping away again.
	
	
	
	
	


Summing up: making lectures unmissable!
This chapter has been about making learning happen in large group contexts – usually called ‘lectures’ on timetables. We’ve already seen that the act of lecturing is rarely the best way of making learning happen, and that we need to be thinking carefully about what learners are doing while sitting in lecture theatres or large classrooms. In this final section of the Chapter, I would like to condense some of my main suggestions, linking them particularly to the context of starting off a lecture series – there’s no second chance to make that vital first impression.

Every new lecturer’s nightmare is getting a lecture series off to a bad start, and learner attendance falling off as the series goes on – and worse, lots of learners later failing the related exam, and the blame coming back to the lecturer. But this isn’t confined to new lecturers.

A wise and experienced colleague told me how a couple of years ago he fell in with his institution’s policies, and put all of his lecture handouts on the Intranet, and also all his PowerPoint slides. He did this a couple of weeks ahead of each lecture, for the sake of any learners with special needs. But two things happened. Attendance fell off at his lectures. And worse, exam performance in due course worsened dramatically. He analysed this. The learners who didn’t come to his lectures only gave him back in exam answers that which he’d given them in the handouts and PowerPoint slides, nothing more. The learners who did attend his lectures gave back more, from the thinking which he got them to do during his lectures, and the reading around the subject that he inspired them to do after his lectures. Yet many colleagues continue to put up all of the information for learners in similar ways, and it is often now institutional policy to do so. We need to make sure that our best efforts to respond to learners with special needs do not end up disadvantaging many more learners.

Therefore, giving learners information is only part of the business of designing a lecture, so we’ve got to make sure that lectures are learning experiences, not just information distribution events. And particularly that first lecture in any series – a make or break occasion for many a learner. In other words, we’ve got to try to make lectures unmissable! It’s got to be worth being there.

Twenty suggestions for making learning happen in large groups

1 Start reasonably punctually. When most of the group is there, get started. Remind learners of some of the things they should already know about what you’re going to go into in more depth. Ask those present a few questions to find out more about what they already know. Don’t be unkind to people drifting in late – that wouldn’t encourage them to come in to your next lecture if late again. Don’t punish the people who are punctual by making them wait too long for their less-punctual colleagues. And gently allow the people who are coming in late to feel that they may have missed something useful.
2 Make good use of intended learning outcomes. Near the start of the lecture, let learners in on what they should be able to do by the end of that particular lecture. And at the end of the lecture, show the intended outcomes again, and check to what extent learners now feel that they have cracked the learning outcomes. Let them feel the added value of having been there. Bring each lecture to a close – don’t just stop.
3 Always link lectures to assessment. Give learners cues and clues about how this particular lecture ‘counts’ in due course. Whenever you say “You’ll need today’s material for exam questions like so-and-so” you’ll notice learners jotting something down!
4 Lecturers should be seen and heard. Use a mike if it helps. Don’t just say ‘can you hear me at the back?’ – ask someone in the back row a question and find out. And don’t dim the lights to show your slides at the expense of learners no longer being able to see you. Remind yourself that low lighting for too long at a time is one of the components of the natural conditions to induce human sleep!
5 Don’t keep slides up too long. Learners will keep looking at the screen, even when that screenful is quite finished with. Get them to look at you now and then. For example, when using PowerPoint, on most systems pressing ‘B’ on the keyboard makes the screen go black. Pressing ‘B’ again brings it back.
6 Avoid death by bullet point. Make different slides look different – include some charts or pictures, where possible. If you’re confident with technology, put in some optional very short video clips now and then – but nothing which would matter if it didn’t work straightaway.
7 Try to cause the learners to like you. Smile. Be human. Look at them. Respond to them. If they like you, they’re more likely to come to your next lecture too.
8 Think of what learners will be doing during the lecture. Don’t worry too much about what you will be doing, plan to get your learners’ brains engaged. Get them making decisions, guessing causes of phenomena, trying out applying ideas, solving problems and so on. They’ll learn more from what the do than from what you tell them.
9 Get learners note-making, not just note-taking. For example, try to get learners putting down their views and ideas, not just writing out yours. You can give them your ideas on a handout or on the intranet. Note-making is unmissable, note-taking isn’t. And mere note-taking can be a very low learning payoff activity.
10 Don’t put too much into that first lecture. It’s better to get learners thinking deeply about a couple of important things, than to tell them about half-a-dozen things and lose their attention.
11 Be kind to learners’ brains. Concentration spans are measured in minutes, not hours. Break up each lecture into at least three parts, with something lighter in between the tougher bits.
12 Bring in some appropriate humour. The odd funny slide, or amusing anecdote, or play on words can work wonders at restoring learners’ concentration level. Then follow something funny up with an important point, while you’ve still got their full attention.
13 But don’t use humour if it’s not working! Watch their faces, and respond accordingly. If they’re liking the funny bits, keep putting them in, but if they’re not, don’t!
14 Give learners something to take away. But not just a printed handout – learners who miss the lecture will easily get copies of these. And that’s just information – not knowledge. Make handouts something that learners will have thought into. For example, use a ‘gapped’ handout, where learners themselves add in the most important points from time to time, in their own words. And give them time in the lecture to do this. Something that they have made is seen as much more important than something everyone was simply given.
15 Flag up related sessions. For example, if you’re lecturing to a large group, and learners will be going later into tutorial sessions to follow-up the content of the lecture, show learners some of the questions which will be covered in the tutorials, to get them started on thinking about them.
16 Think twice about giving out handout copies of your PowerPoint slides. When this is done, learners can switch their brains off thinking ‘I’ve already got what’s on the screen, I don’t need to think about it now’. And if you give out copies of 24 slides, and only get through 16 in your lecture, learners will get the wrong impression. Leave yourself the luxury of being able to choose which slides you will show. When time is running out, miss out some less-important ones to make space for that important closure.
17 Keep yourself tuned into WIIFM. ‘What’s in it for me?’ is a perfectly intelligent question for any learner to have in mind. Always make time to remind learners about why a topic is included, and how it will help them in due course.
18 Don’t be unkind to learners who missed your last lecture. They’re here now, giving them a bad time won’t encourage them to come again. And at least some learners will have very good reasons for not having been able to be there last time – illness, crises, and whatever. The more unmissable your lectures are, the more they will try not to miss them whatever else is happening in their lives.
19 Don’t over-run. At least some of your learners are likely to have something else to go to after your lecture, and perhaps with not much of a margin for error. If you come to a good stopping place and there are 15 minutes left, do your closing bit and stop. Learners actually like lectures which finish early now and then.
20 Pave the way towards your next lecture. After reviewing what learners should have got out of the present lecture, show (for example) a slide with three questions which will be covered in next week’s instalment?
What can you do in your lectures? 
(Chapter 5 from ‘Lecturing: A Practical Guide (Sally Brown and Phil Race, 2002, London: Routledge)
[image: image3.wmf]This chapter aims to explore what lecturers can do in lectures. But not just how we can lecture, rather how we can survive from the moment we walk in to the lecture theatre to the moment we leave. We’ll be exploring in more depth what students can do in a later chapter, but clearly we need to bring the student presence into the present chapter straightaway, as the whole purpose of lectures needs to include the aim that students should get useful learning payoff from being there.

We’ll look at our actions in lectures in two stages. Firstly there are our behaviours, including how we make ourselves heard, and attempt not to betray any nervousness we may be experiencing. Then we’ll get down to the more significant agenda of how we use our words as we lecture, with a particular emphasis on how our approaches impact on student learning.

Lecturers’ views

Ask most lecturers about what they do in lecture rooms, and the answers you are likely to get tend to be about the effects of what they do, rather than the actions which are the causes of these effects. Let’s look again at some of the fictional characters which we presented as vignettes at the start of this book and think of a few of the things which are found in the wide range of perspectives which lecturers bring to their approach to preparing and giving lectures.

Professor Oakwood 

Over the years I have built up a really good set of notes that I deliver with a new spin year on year. I suppose they are getting rather scruffy now, but I like to  use them as my base material every time and extemporise around my main themes. Of course there’s  always new things to say, so the difficulty is sometimes  fitting it in within the hour. I feel as if I’m giving them their money’s worth though.

Bill 
I work really hard to get on top of the content and I’m really happy about what I’m telling them. I find the actual process of lecturing more of a strain. Sometimes I like to use the good old whiteboard to work them through a problem, and they seem to really like that, but it’s always really embarrassing if I make a mistake, so I’ve tended to do that less often recently. It’s less nerve wracking to have it all pre-prepared.

Arthur  
What I like to do is give the students a chance to see a range of images and start making connections. Sometimes I put in a startling or disconcerting image to see how they react and sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. You can never quite tell how they are going to react, but that’s the whole point really. It’s supposed to be challenging and even experimental sometimes.

Marisa 

I had this woman in watching me teach last semester as part of our quality review. She wanted to know what I was going to do with the students in the session. What a stupid question! What does anyone in my subject area do in a lecture? We give them the material that they need to pass the professional body exams. When the chips are down, there’s this mass of content they’ve just got to master, and in lectures I work my socks off to  make sure that they are in a position to do so. Nothing special about that.

You might recognise some of these traits in our fictional lecturers. They (we)  are all trying to do a good job in the lecture theatre, sometimes without thinking through the effects of some of their actions on the students’ learning. Let’s now turn to some student perspective.

Students’ perspectives…

Have you seen those notes! They  must be twenty years old, yellowing dusty, curled up at the edges and covered in that tiny spidery script in several different colours.  We are running ourselves into debt for the rest of our lives to be here and I think we deserve better than that!

Nice guy and all that, but he really suffers, and I can’t imagine why he puts himself through all that stress. I quite like it when he shows us how he works through the kind of question we are going to have to do  in the exam, but it’s awful when he gets it wrong. I had to help him out last time actually and point out where he had made an error. It made me feel quite good, but we shouldn’t have to be doing that.

I appreciate the way that he brings in stuff from all the latest journals. It makes you feel as if you are getting all the cutting edge material.

I find it a bit daunting trying to cope with all the different conflicting points. I prefer really to have one perspective to concentrate on, though it’s quite interesting sometimes, the way she tells us something and then the next minute gives us a completely different point of view.

He’s really weird! He’ll be in the middle of one topic and then from no where throws in this completely off message stuff. He’s not rambling, but I can’t follow his thinking. Perhaps he used a lot of drugs in the sixties when he obviously bought all his clothes and it’s affected his thought processes!

I find him really sexist. We can be in the middle of a lecture on contemporary painting and then he’ll chuck in a slide of  a renaissance nude. What’s that supposed to be about? I find it disconcerting and rather unacceptable.

You feel as if you are in a sausage machine. The content gets churned out, week by week and you just sit there and take in what you can and make a good set of notes so you can learn them for  the exams. It feels like a very sterile process, although she does her best to give cases where she can  to illustrate the concepts and make it memorable.

Of course, these students’ views are just the tip of the iceberg. If we ask students what they like about what we do in our lectures we will get a much happier story. But it’s responding to the things that students find difficult about our lecture-room performances that can bring the richest harvest of information to help us improve our lecturing. What we do in our lectures has profound effects on students’ learning experiences. Our actions can put students right off our subject – or switch them on to go and research much more about the ground we have covered in a lecture. Perhaps the real problem is that we’re not always aware of what we are doing in lectures, or of the effects our actions are having on students at the time.

Actions speak louder than words?

Let’s start our analysis of what you can do in lectures by addressing some of the most common problems which lecturers encounter – nerves, nightmares, and drying-up. Then in the second part of this chapter we’ll look at the business of choosing the words which will help the lecture to be a satisfying and productive learning experience for the students. 

Stage fright

Lecturers who happen to have been trained to give public performances are at an advantage – but are relatively few. Some can bring to their rescue techniques learned through past experience in amateur dramatics, after dinner speaking or even pantomimes, but for most people, at least at first, the sight of a large roomful of students watching expectantly is enough to produce at least some symptoms of anxiety, such as sweating palms, rapid breathing, and strange distortions to the sound one’s voice makes when one tries to use it confidently! Standing at the front with a roomful of students looking at you can make you very self-conscious. Some new to the job are made so nervous by the experience that they stand transfixed on the podium, barely moving a muscle. Others look as if they are auditioning for jobs as bookies runners or on the floor of the stock exchange and others still find nervous mannerisms never formerly apparent, such as pacing like a caged tiger, surfacing in the lecture theatre.

Students can be very cruel and tend to caricature any behaviour they view as odd. They also are fairly forthcoming in advising you of their observations, and this can only increase any original nervousness. 

Everyone needs to find a public persona that feels natural to them. Lecturing is a bit like being on a stage in a theatre though, where normal scale movements tend to be invisible. How much you use illustrative gesture probably depends on how outgoing a person you are, but you may wish to scale up your hand and arm movements for effect. Watch others whose lecturing style you admire and see what they do. If you are feeling brave, watch a videotape of yourself in action with the sound turned off and see how you look.  It is hard at first to avoid self-consciousness, but again this is a matter of time and personal comfort levels. Avoiding gestures at all will make you look wooden and stiff to your students.

Building your confidence

There are no quick fixes which will get you through the  nervousness that many lecturers feel at the outset.

In many contexts, excellent preparation is the best antidote to lack of confidence, so the work you do prior to the lecture  is likely to make you feel more comfortable. In addition, you might like to try some of the following:

· Make sure you know exactly what you are going to say right at he beginning so you are not lost for words when you start. Write them down if it helps, but try not to look at them other than in extremis.

· Take a couple of deep breaths before you start to speak (without overdoing it) as it is often the first few words that sound a bit squeaky.

· Make sure you have a drink of water on hand so that if you get a coughing fit or your throat feels dry, you have  something on hand to help. Many lecturers also find that a sip of water buys thinking time when a student asks you a complex question to which you don’t want to give an instant answer.

· Make sure you can read your own notes and don’t be too vain to wear glasses if you need them.  Use a really big font size so that you can see at a glance what you have written, and number the pages so you can reorder them if they get mixed up.

· Watch other people whose lecturing style you admire, and try to analyse what it is that they do well, so that you can emulate it, so long as it fits in with your own personal style. 

· Get someone to watch you teach and ask them in the early stages only to comment on what you do well.

Starting the lecture

We don’t have a second chance to make a good first impression. Therefore at the start of the lecture, we need to be seen to start off the occasion in a firm and definite way. This is sometimes less in our control than we might wish, with latecomers straggling in. In this respect, we’re between a rock and a hard place. If we wait till everyone has arrived, those who have been in their seats for several minutes feel unrewarded for their promptness. If we start prematurely, the latecomers may miss the important starting stage of any lecture, when we explain what the particular occasion is about, and where it fits into the bigger picture of a series of lectures, and how it follows on from the agenda of our previous lecture.

Managing time and structure in lectures is often about making compromises. We can sometimes accommodate the effects of latecomers by building in a short but interesting ‘prelude’ stage at the beginning of our lectures, which, although interesting to those present, is not in fact crucial to those who have not yet arrived. 

Time flies when we’re enjoying ourselves. Perhaps the biggest danger that most lecturers face in their lecture-room time-management is that fifty minutes can fly by so quickly. A nominal one-hour lecture should never exceed fifty minutes in practice, as it usually takes at least five minutes each way for a student class to get in and out of the theatre or lecture-room. When things go wrong with our time-management, everyone notices – the students, and the class waiting to get in to the venue, and (not least) their lecturer, eager as we ourselves are to get off to an unflustered start.

When a skilled lecturer manages time and content flawlessly in a lecture, no-one actually notices this. The processes don’t interfere with the content. More importantly, students’ confidence and trust levels are linked (strongly, and often subconsciously) with our own apparent confidence and control of our techniques in the lecture room. It is when time and content trip us up that our actions are really noticed by students – and indeed by anyone else who happens to be observing or monitoring our lecture-room performance. 

Dressed for the occasion?

Being up there in the limelight with all eyes focused on you means that what you wear is of more significance than it is in the seminar room or the practical class. The habit of wearing an academic gown for lecturing has mostly died out, but it solved a lot of problems when it was in currency. In some institutions and some disciplines there is an expectation that lecturers be dressed relatively formally, for example, in a suit. In other places, to dress in this way would inspire ridicule. Explore what is normal practice where you work and then find out what version of this feels right for you. If you are already feeling nervous, you don’t want to wear anything too tight or constricting, and powerful lights and the press of hundreds of students can make the lecture room very hot, so be sure to think ahead about coping with high temperatures. Figure-hugging or revealing attire may get you the kind of attention you might not wish to attract and may be offensive to some of your students, so is probably best avoided.

Being heard!

If you talk to new lecturing staff, one of their commonest worries is about whether they can be heard properly in lectures. The commonest industrial injury reported by people working in education is serious damage to voice, caused by strain.

On any observation checklist about lecturers’ behaviours on stage, audibility is present as an indicator. Once you’ve learned to overcome nervousness, there’s a lot you can do to address making yourself heard. For a start, it’s worth accepting that very few lecture halls have been designed for optimum audibility, and you will usually need to do quite a bit of fine-tuning so that your voice is rendered audible in each different lecture room you encounter.

Many lecture rooms provide microphones and other means to amplify your voice and this is usually a good solution, since it takes a lot of the worry out of the situation. Problems may arise if the mike is fixed to one spot, which may make it difficult for you to interact naturally with your students.  Nowadays many rooms have in-built sound systems or there are technicians who can supply a radio mike on request, which means you can move about more easily.  Normally with a radio mike there is a pack you put in your pocket or attach to your belt, with a clip on mike that you need to fix just below your larynx on a lapel or tie. If you know you will be using a mike on any day, it’s a good idea to think about what you are wearing, as the clips do not sit well on a plain round necked jumper or blouse. On the top of the pack is usually a slider that you need to remember to turn on (a red flashing light usually indicates that you are live) and do remember to turn it off when you stop. Once you are wired for sound, you need to check that the receptor unit is switched on and working.

Whether you are using voice amplification or not, it’s a really good idea to go into any new lecture theatre in which you will be teaching in advance of your first session there, so you can check out the technology and how your voice sounds.  It is less frightening to do this than walking in cold into a new room full of students all waiting for you to start.

Most people do not find it easy or natural to talk to large numbers of people in a big room without shouting and straining their voices. Individuals need to find out what works best for them, but many people  find some kind of voice training very helpful. What you need to learn to do is to project the voice better, rather than just speak louder, which can strain vocal chords.

This is largely achieved by improving breath control. Most people need to stand up to lecture if the voice is to carry to the back of the room. The chest cavity should be open, so shoulders shouldn’t be hunched, nor should you stand stiffly to attention. When practising, look at an imaginary person in the middle of the back row (or take a friend with you to give feedback in the early days) and speak to that person, so you know what you are aiming at.

When you are speaking to a class, you will project more effectively if you are looking at the students, so this makes speaking audibly and reading aloud from notes pretty much incompatible.  In classical times, academics would memorise what they wanted to say and nowadays politicians have autocues, but neither of these options is really viable for jobbing academics with full timetables, so you will need to find your own work-around.

It is usually beneficial to speak slightly slower than you would do in a one-to-one situation, and to articulate just a little more clearly. This means articulating or moving your mouth parts used in voice production (lips, tongue, teeth and palate) a bit more than you would normally do (without taking it to ridiculous extremes). Practice at home in front of a mirror and look at what your mouth is doing.  If you can barely see your mouth moving at all when you speak normally, the chances are that you need to articulate more strongly when you are lecturing. It’s all a matter of practice and gets easier the more you do it.

Think about the pitch of your voice and notice how it changes when you talk in public. Women’s voices often rise in pitch when they are nervous and the pitch of men’s voices can similarly drop to a low rumble in times of stress. You may wish to emulate the tactics (if not the practices) of well-known politicians and media figures, who consciously moderate the pitches of their voices to make them seem more authoritative and serious when speaking in public. 

It usually helps to take a slightly deeper breath than when speaking at normal volume (without hyperventilating) and to concentrate on directing your voice to the furthest point in the room. The volume should be increased to some extent, but if any strain or soreness is felt in the throat, this means that you are straining your voice and you should stop doing it! However, most people can train themselves or be trained to project well enough in medium to large rooms with good acoustics to cope without trauma.  Often it’s a matter of confidence as much as physical factors. If you feel you are struggling even after following these suggestions, seek some further advice from a voice specialist.

Getting through the syllabus

Lecturers often wistfully explain that one of the biggest problems they feel is that they don’t get enough time to get through the syllabus in their lectures. Even with the best planning, there are unexpected Bank Holiday Mondays, and Students’ Union meetings, and bad weather, and travel problems, and the entirely unforeseen attack of ‘flu. 

A rather robust response to them could be “but you don’t have to get through the syllabus; it’s your students who need to get through it. You’ve passed your exams, you’ve already got through it. It’s their turn now”. 

Most syllabi seem to have grown, as subject knowledge has expanded. It is hardly ever the case that there is really time in a series of lectures for the lecturer to ‘take’ the students on a guided tour of the entire syllabus. It is perhaps best to regard a series of lectures as ‘spotlights’, identifying the really important issues. These are often the most difficult ones for students to gain a good understanding, and are worth the time spent treating them in depth in lectures. Spotlighting can be much better for students than ‘emulsion painting’ – trying to spread out all of the syllabus thinly onto all of the students!

Of course, when deciding what will not be included in our spotlighted lectures, we have to be really clear that it is included in students’ syllabus content. For example, we can use part of our lecture time with students to include carefully formulated briefings about what they are required to do under their own steam, which sources to select from, and (above all) how to check out their learning of these parts of the syllabus so that they find out for themselves how ready they are for the related questions which will be included in their end-of-module exams. If students are quite clear that (say) 60% of their marks will relate to what is addressed in lectures, and that the other 40% of their marks is entirely dependent upon their own independent (or collaborative) work on the rest of the syllabus, most students rise well to handling the responsibility for the work beyond the lecture programme. 

It remains useful to ensure that there are clear opportunities for students who encounter difficulties with the ‘uncovered’ syllabus areas to benefit from question-and-answer sessions or problem-solving surgeries, scheduled at appropriate times alongside the lecture course.

Losing the plot

Let’s assume now that one way or another you’ve cracked the issue of audibility, and are in control of your voice and nerves. Once we’ve got started speaking, many people’s remaining nightmare is that one way or another, they’ll dry up.

It happens to us all sometimes. It is sometimes the case that we’re so busy explaining something, and trying to gauge whether the students are following us, that we completely forget what we’re going to move on to next. Even in normal speech, it is not uncommon for people to just draw a blank occasionally.

Perhaps the first thing we should remind ourselves when confronting these fears is the old adage ‘silence is golden’? There is absolutely nothing wrong with a short episode of silence when we’ve finished one important point and are about to move on to another. Furthermore, what seems to us to be a long silence is likely to be regarded by students as a much shorter one – or perhaps not noticed at all, as they quietly reflect on that last important point, and finish making any notes about it. 

However, we do indeed need to have our route-map through the lecture. That doesn’t mean we have to follow it slavishly – especially when important questions arise from students, or when we have a useful idea for a topical or relevant tangent which seems just right for a spontaneous addition to the occasion. Alternatively, it can be really useful to bring in to any lecture a couple of short, optional tasks for students to do, right there in the lecture, should time allow (for example, “I’d like you all to just pause for a minute or two to identify what for you are the most important areas we have covered so far today, before we continue with the next section”). Especially valuable is when we can put up a task briefing for one of these, at hardly any notice, on a prepared overhead or slide. With PowerPoint, these can be ‘hidden’ action buttons which can be triggered as or when we decide to use them (see how to do this in the next Chapter). The extra minute or two gained while the students get on with the task can be lifesaving for us, as we rediscover exactly where we are on our route-map.

It is also useful to design our route-maps flexibly in the first place. Some of our slides, and indeed some of our spiel can be optional too. It makes a much better impression on our students that we don’t appear rushed or flustered if there are elements of our lecture agenda that we don’t actually manage to get round to in a particular lecture. Students only notice what we do – they don’t know what we decided not to do, nor do they need to know it if it was optional in the first place.

Some professional speakers produce cue cards (often using 5”x7” index cards held together with a treasury tag  (ask your parents what these are if you are under 30),with their key points encapsulated on them. Others find it helpful to use bullet points on overhead transparencies or in a PowerPoint presentation as a prompt for what they have to say, but of course this means you will have to speak to your notes rather than follow a carefully pre-prepared script. (For more detail about using technology and visual aids in the lecture room please see our Chapter on “Lecturing Tools”).

Adding ‘finish’ to your lectures

Students are keenly aware of the progress of the clock during most lectures! Unless we’ve got them spellbound (a rare luxury!), they are the first to notice the minute hand of the clock approaching five-to-the-hour. It seems entirely natural to students that by about ten-to-the-hour we should be at least beginning to wind up the lecture. We should be heading for a natural stopping place, summing up, going back to the particular purposes of the lecture, or some such appropriate closure phase of the event. If, however, we ourselves are so absorbed with what we are saying, or indeed with answering students’ questions, to the extent that we run out of time, the last impression is that of not being in control of our actions. There are often things we would have wished to have said, that it is best not to try to say in the time left to us. We can make a note to address the most important of these matters in the next lecture, as we move into our wind-up stages promptly and hopefully seamlessly. There is no second chance to make a good last impression.

Making our words work

This is, of course, what we’ve been leading up to in this chapter. One way or another, the expectation is that when we’re giving a lecture, we’ll be talking for at least some of the time. That’s why the issue of audibility needed to be addressed first. But even if we’ve got the voice of a film star, and the authoritative tone of a guru, and the presence of a great leader, we’ve still got to decide how best to use our words.

For a start, speaking well is a different art to that of writing well. We’re still talking about words, but a long sentence in a scholarly article doesn’t always communicate itself best by being heard. Besides, long sentences are difficult in lectures because we run out of breath! So what do we do with our words in our lectures? There are several possibilities. For example we can:

· Read them out from our script to the students;

· Put them on screen from overheads or PowerPoint slides;

· Put them into students’ hands directly, in handouts open before their eyes.

Perhaps the first rule of ‘making words work’ should be not to try to do more than one of the above at the same time! Students can read faster than we can talk. If the words are already on-screen, students quickly become irritated if we read out to them words which they can already see. It is much better for us to indicate (with a pencil on the transparency or a cursor on the PowerPoint bullet point, or a red spot from the laser pointer – if, of course, our hands are steady enough so that the red spot does not do a tango on the screen!) which words we are referring to, and then to explain them further, or expand upon them, or argue against them – and so on. The same applies to words which are already in our handouts. Of course, it is important to consider the possibility of students having visual or reading  impairments that make it difficult for students to read  directly from the screen or page, so it may be worth checking this out in advance (see our later section on taking into account students’ special needs).

This is the real point this chapter has been leading towards – how can we make optimum use of our words in our lectures? Let’s confine ourselves, for the moment, to the words we say. 

There are many different ways we can use words orally. These include:

· Reading them out from our script

· Reading them out from a source (book, article, newspaper, learned treatise, manual, ….)

· Reciting them from memory

· Dictating them to our students, so that they write them down verbatim

· Speaking them spontaneously off the top of our heads

· Describing things to students

· Elaborating on a cue or prompt in your script

· Asking a question

· Answering our own question

· Responding to a student’s answer to a question we’ve asked

· Responding to the puzzled look on the face of a student in the 4th row

· Bringing together the strands arising from several students’ answers to a question we’ve asked

· Suggesting to students what they should do with the idea we’ve just expounded

· Briefing students to argue with each other for a minute or two about which of two options might be the better one to choose, and why

· Telling a story to set the scene for a task which students are about to try

· Gaining attention by offering an anecdote

And so on.

In short, there are many more things we can do with words in our lectures than simply read them out to the students. Moreover, just reading our words out to the students is probably the least profound action we can do with words in our lectures, except perhaps when we want to quote literally using other people’s words.

Next, what about our students’ learning payoff? We want students to be learning as a result of the words we say in our lectures. We want to get them thinking. So what controls over student learning have we got at our disposal, in the words we choose to say in our lectures, over and above the words we choose to show on-screen or in handouts? Several things, including:

· Tone of voice – accenting the really important words;

· Body language gestures – providing additional emphasis where we wish to;

· Speed of delivery – helping students to distinguish key ideas from background information;

· Facial expression – telling yet more about the meaning of the words we say;

· Repetition – providing cues to the relative importance of particular words or phrases;

· Pitch, volume and all the other controls on our voices;

· Audible and visual evidence of our own passion and enthusiasm for the topic of the lecture.

All of these skilfully combined represent powerful benefits in terms of student learning, and contribute to a sound rationale for having large groups of students sitting in lecture theatres for a shared learning experience.

So how can we make best use of the words we say, to optimise our students’ thinking and learning, at any moment in the middle of our lecture? Let’s explore some of the ways we can use the spoken word in our lectures, thinking now particularly of what we want to be going on in our students’ minds as we speak them. Of course, for most lecturers, words are only part of their side of giving a lecture. There are also diagrams, pictures, video-clips, sketches, flowcharts, sound-bytes, and other illustrations to be considered. We’ll look at these in detail in the next chapter. Meanwhile, let’s look at just a few of the ways we can use words in our lectures, in terms of the learning payoff in our students’ minds.

Dictating 

While this is certainly one way to fill up a 50-minute lecture, it’s not known for being efficient as far as learning payoff is concerned. It used to be a sensible thing to do when books were rare and expensive, and before the invention of photocopying and offset litho printing, but nowadays if our prime intention is that students have their own copies of particular words, especially extended tracts of words, life is to short just to dictate to students.

For students’ with dyslexia and/or whose first language is not English, dictation can be a huge trial.

Furthermore, it is well known by students that it is possible to write down dictated words quite quickly, efficiently and accurately without ever thinking about the meaning of the words!  

Reading your words out from your screen or script

If the only effect of reading out extracts from our notes, books, articles and sources is that students attempt to copy down the words (or even summarise them), the learning payoff is little greater than when students are dictated to. But we’re trapped between two stools here. If the students already have the words in their handouts, and we read them out aloud, students are likely to switch off in terms of reception – after all, they’ve already got the words. However, if we’re doing something more than just reading them out, it might be better.

Explaining things to students

This often works best when the students already have the words, and we’re not reading out the same words to them, but using different words to explain what is meant by the words they’ve already got. Now it might be argued that the explanations could also have been pre-prepared, and included in the words on the handouts which students already have. But then, we’d have lost the chance to use the power of tone of voice, emphasis, body language, and so on to help students to make sense of the words they already have. We’d have lost the chance to help students to make notes, rather than passively take notes. 

Explaining things to students works best when students already want to know what something means. Therefore, it can be useful to prepare students to want to find out the answers to questions, by using our words in lectures to set students up with questions in their minds.

Asking questions

It has been said that the ‘?’ is the most important character on the keyboard. A question mark implies that some thinking needs to be done. At the simplest, is the answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’? There are several common bases for questions, including:

Who?

What?

When?

Where?

And interrogatives  which are often more important, including:

Why?

Why not?

How?

How else?

What else?

With what?

With whom?

From where?

And the even broader (and sometimes most important question-starter of all): So what?

It can be viewed that ‘everything important is simply the answer to an important question’. If we take this viewpoint on board, it can be argued that students’ receptivity during a lecture is likely to be much enhanced if the words which are used by the lecturer alternately ask important questions, then proceed to answer them. But of course, there will be many questions where students will already have an answer, or at least a view, so why not ask them the questions, and let them take ownership of the best answers? Asking questions, in our view, is a way of using words in lectures which can promote high learning payoff.

Towards a teaching taxonomy?

Back in 1956, the work of Bloom et al set off the momentum to describe learning in terms of what students could do when they’d successfully learned something, including cognitive, affective and psychomotor actions. A hierarchical taxonomy of verbs was developed, as an attempt to quantify the learning which took place during a wide range of teaching or training scenarios. This in turn led to working out the objectives for teaching events such as lectures, or as presently described ‘intended learning outcomes’. In this chapter, we’ve been exploring the other side of the equation – what we do in our lectures, especially those actions which are intended to cause students to learn. It can be really productive to try to work out a sort of ‘teaching taxonomy’. In other words, which of the many things that we do in our lectures have the most significant effects in terms of students’ learning? And in the context of this chapter, which of the ways in which we use spoken words in our lectures have the most significant payoff in our students’ minds?

So far, we’ve explored in some detail only a few of our speech-related actions, in terms of the learning which they may cause in the lecture room, without even digressing into all the further learning we intend our students to achieve using print-based resources such as textbooks, journal articles, and electronic resources such as the Internet, our local intranet, and all the computer-based resources and databases in our institutions. We’ve gone back to the basics of what we can aim to have happening in situ in our lectures, to fuel the fire of all the subsequent learning we may hope or intend to happen.

There are many, many more ways of using words in lectures than reading, explaining and so on, discussed above. You might like to think of how you learned your own subject, and what processes worked best for you as a learner. You may then think back to those whose teaching influenced you most, and reflect on how these teachers used spoken words to best effect in their teaching.

Further ways we can use words in our lectures include:

· Arguing


· Proving 

· Contextualising

· Conceptualising 

· Confirming

· Contradicting 

· Debating

· Enthusing

· Exemplifying

· Amplifying

· Developing

· Quantifying

· Motivating

· Challenging

· Parenthesising

· Discussing

· Comparing

· Contrasting

· Deriving

· Formulating

· Modelling

· Qualifying

· Extemporising

· Improvising

· Prioritising

· Inferring

· Distinguishing

· Solving

· Deducing

· Extending

· Dismissing

· Demonstrating

· Supporting

· Extrapolating

· Proposing

· Hypothesising
Not all of these ways of using words is likely to be relevant to a given topic in a given lecture in a particular discipline, of course. However, when used well, at appropriate points in a lecture, actions from the list above can cause far greater learning payoff than simply ‘reading’ or ‘reciting’ or ‘describing’. 

But what about the students?

With the best will in the world, we can try to structure our lectures so that the words which we choose to say (rather than put on-screen or in handouts) are geared to cause students to think rather than transcribe, but it can all come to nothing unless students know what they should be trying to follow, and why we are choosing to get them thinking in the ways we have planned. This in itself is a strong rationale for sharing our route-map with students, rather than keeping it to ourselves as we lecture. Or at least we can start each lecture by setting the scene, for example by sharing the intended learning outcomes with the students. We can also finish the lecture by returning briefly to the intended learning outcomes, and identifying any that have yet to be addressed, perhaps in our next lecture, or perhaps by the students on their own or with each other, using sources and learning resources. 

In this chapter we have concentrated on how what we do in our lectures needs to be inextricably bound up with what we want our students to be doing, there and then, as they sit in our lectures. We will return to this crucial agenda in the next-but-one chapter. Why next-but-one? We think it will be useful to go first into how best we can make use of some of the tools at our disposal in lecture theatres, to help our words to have even more effect, and indeed to extend the principles of using words well to our planning of appropriate sights and sounds to help students to learn in our lectures.

What can students do in lectures?
(Chapter 7 from ‘Lecturing: A Practical Guide (Sally Brown and Phil Race, 2002, London: Routledge)


What do lecturers expect?

Let’s revisit some of the characters we introduced at the start of our book, and look at what they have to say about their expectations about what their students should be doing in their lectures. In fact, it often isn’t clear what lecturers expect students to do in lectures; perhaps this is because lecturers tend to be more concerned with what they are teaching than with the experiences of the students during their lectures: 

Arthur

It’s OK for the ones in the front two rows, they can see what I’m showing them. They seem to be the keen ones anyway. It’s when I look up to those further back – their faces are blank, they’ve glazed over. And the ones who aren’t interested seem to always sit at the back – and they chatter.

Dr D

I find it very annoying that some of them don’t seem to know what they should be doing in my lectures. Some of them sit there vacantly and others wait until I get to the end of a complex worked example and then say “Which bits of that were we supposed to write down, then?”

Anya Wilenska

I ask them questions – and they answer. But they drive me insane with their stupid questions to me, they interrupt me all the time and haven’t got the courtesy to wait until I have finished my presentation. Is it the students? In my country, you wouldn’t look up and see them nodding off! You wouldn’t see the ones at the back texting with their mobiles. Can’t they see that the slides are just the main points on which I elaborate? It’s what I say that they need to be thinking about – but they don’t think. Why don’t they make notes, these students?

Professor Oakwood 
As far as I’m concerned they come to my lectures to get a grip on the subject – or that’s what they should be doing. But they expect to be entertained rather than taught and they seem to have very short attention spans. …If I give them all my overheads as they request, they sit there in class doing nothing, so I think it better that they make their own notes. 

Dr Arbuthnott

What should my students be doing? Well, as long as they’re interested it’s enough for me. I adjust what I do using their facial expressions and body language as my barometer. If they don’t follow up what was in a lecture and get a grip on it for themselves, there’s not a lot I can do about that. The high-fliers don’t seem to have a problem with this.

Most lecturers would agree on one thing: students are intended to gain knowledge during their lectures, and to come out of each lecture primed to continue to gain further knowledge by reading, practising, solving problems, talking to each other, asking questions, and so on. In other words, it’s about turning information and data into students’ knowledge, starting during the lecture and continuing afterwards. Students are meant to come out of each lecture with added value in their minds, and not just additional information in the form of their handouts.

What do students do (or expect to do) in lectures?

So what kinds of things do students typically say about what they actually experience in a range of different lecture contexts?

It would be fine if there were 30 of us there, not 130. Things are shown to those at the front, and just never get passed back to us at the back. I can’t get there in time to get a seat at the front because I’m in Foster Building for the lecture before this one. 

I just can’t write that fast. And it’s hard to tell what we’re supposed to write. The slides go up on the screen, and there’s never time to get more than the first two points down before the next slide has appeared. Sometimes we get a printout of all of the slides, and it turns out to be a waste of time trying to write them down in the first place. Other times there’s no printout, just when we’ve been lulled into the security of expecting one, and written nothing down. And when I try to make notes, I keep missing points which other people seem to have caught – but they’ve not made notes, so it’s no use trying to catch up with them afterwards. If only they’d tell us exactly what they wanted us to write down, and what to sit and listen and think about.

He says “any questions?” now and then, but I don’t think he really wants them. A student at the back asked one the other day, and she was really put down “You weren’t listening ten minutes ago, were you?” he snapped back. Besides, we don’t really know what our questions are until we’ve had time to go through our notes and the handouts together, then half the questions we might have asked are already covered. But then it’s too late to ask the questions that are still left over, as he’s gone on to a different topic, and he makes it only too obvious that he expects us to have cracked the last one by now.

She tries to get us doing things in groups in the lectures, which would be fine if I had the energy left. It’s my third lecture that day, and I’m just exhausted. Even when I join in with the people sitting round me, I just feel that they’re all keen and awake and I’m desperate for a kip. I’d prefer just to sit and take notes, as at least I can make a reasonable stab at copying things down on autopilot.

I just hate being the one who’s picked on when he fires questions at us. It wouldn’t be so bad if he asked the question, gave us all a minute or two to think, and then picked on someone who looked as though they had at least something to say. But no, he picks on a person, usually at the end of a row, and then asks them a question. When you’re nervous, you can’t even make sense of the question, and he has to say it again, and that makes me even more up tight. 

What really helps me is that she puts up a slide at the start showing exactly what the lecture is going to contain, and that helps me to see a sort of map of what the lecture is going to cover. She nearly always puts the same slide up near the end, and asks us to raise our hands if we feel we’ve sorted out each of these outcomes in turn. It makes you think back and join the threads together, and I feel we know where we are with her topics.

His slides are very polished, and we can all see them at the back, but I don’t know why he still reads them out so slowly to us all. We can read far faster than he speaks, and we’re thinking about the bottom of the slide while he’s still talking about the top of it. If he just put one point up at a time it would be better. 

I went on a course about ‘notemaking, not just notetaking’, and I’m trying not just to copy things down from what is said or what is put up on the screen. In some lectures it works well, because I can make my notes directly onto the handouts. Sometimes the handouts contain a box for us all to summarise what has been talked about, and we’re given a couple of minutes to jot down the gist of our thoughts. This works for me, but my problem is that sometimes while I’m making notes I’m frightened that I’m missing something else.

So what do students take in to lectures? Nowadays it is also possible that students will bring laptops, handheld computers or personal organisers with them so they can make notes electronically but more frequently it is still more likely that they bring a pen or pencil, and something to write on (though increasingly lecturers tell tales of students arriving at lectures without any means of recording what they hear and see, especially if they are used to being given handouts or being able to access notes from the web after the lecture. 

More importantly, students take in to lectures their existing knowledge and experience. There will always be at least some of the students who already understand or know most of what is going to be the content of a given lecture. Very few students go in without knowing at least something about what’s going to be presented to them. Yet for many students, what they already know or understand still needs to be clarified, adjusted, edited, extended, exemplified, corrected, and developed, there and then in the lecture, and afterwards by the students working under their own steam, independently or collaboratively.

Analysing what students do in lectures 

If you ask students what they actually do during lectures, you’ll get a wide range of honest responses. Ask them to focus on active verbs, and they’ll typically give you all sorts of actions, some with high learning payoff, and others with none at all. Here is a selection – in alphabetical order:

Just some of the things students do in lectures 

Admiring the cool, calm way the lecturer handles awkward questions

Being bored

Being impressed by the way the lecturer makes the technology work

Catching up with the report that’s due in at 11 o’clock

Chatting to the next student

Coming down from illegal substances

Considering dropping out of the course

Copying things down from the board

Copying things down from the screen

Copying things down that the lecturer says (or trying to)

Doing calculations, but then missing other things that are being said

Feeling desperate for a cigarette

Feeling embarrassed for the lecturer, standing there struggling away

Feeling embarrassed that they couldn’t answer the question

Feeling faint

Feeling they are only capturing some of the points

Feeling put-down by the lecturer’s response to my answer

Feeling that they’ve heard all this before

Feeling the light dawning – and trying to capture it

Feeling too hot

Fretting about their relationships

Getting annoyed at the student in front busy texting on a mobile

Getting excited and wanting to find out more and more about the topic

Getting hungrier

Getting really tired

Highlighting things in the handouts

Hoping that the cheque has come in the post

Itching to get to their books to get into the topic deeper

Jotting down their own answers to the lecturer’s questions

Jotting their notes onto the handout materials

Listening and thinking, but most of their thoughts being gone again two hours later – or two minutes later sometimes

Listening to the cricket scores

Looking for cues about how to tackle the assignment

Lusting after that student two rows in front 

Making their own notes

Missing things – while writing down one point, two others have been made that they couldn’t get down

Never getting down as much as they’re trying to

Nodding off

Still thinking about a previous lecture on a different topic

Summarising what’s being discussed

Taking down notes

Thinking about the cheque which didn’t arrive this morning

Trying not to cough

Trying to sort out what’s important and what’s just background

Trying to stay awake

Waiting for the minutes to go by

Waiting, and waiting for some of the class to get things down and for the whole thing to move on

Wanting to leave, but not daring to

Wanting to talk to their neighbour to check out whether they are the only one who can’t see the point

Watching the lecturer

Watching the on-screen presentation

Wishing they hadn’t said such-and-such to so-and-so

Wishing they’d looked at the last two sets of notes, and wondering whether this would have made the present lecture make sense to me

Wondering how on earth this person got to be a lecturer

Wondering if they will dare ask so-and-so out

Wondering what the lecturer’s partner is like

Working out what seems likely to be coming up in the exam

Working out where to try to live next

Worrying about an unwanted pregnancy

Worrying about the assignment on another module

Worrying about the credit card demand

Worrying about whether they will be chucked off the course

Writing down their own questions so that they can check them out later.

As illustrated here, just about all of life goes on in a crowded lecture room – or even a quite small one. If we were able to have a bank of television monitors at the back of the lecture theatre, each displaying visually what was going on in the minds of separate students at any instant, it would certainly distract us from what we were doing at the front of the theatre! 

Some lecturers are not really interested in what the students do in their lectures, in fact they feel it is none of their business. However, most lecturers today recognise that they have some responsibility to promote learning in their lectures. Looking now at what lecturers might want their students to be doing in lectures is likely to produce a rather different list: 

Understanding the subject

Learning things

Challenging their assumptions

Practising things

Thinking about concepts

Making mistakes in buzz group tasks and learning from them

Making links with things they had learned previously

Trying out short problems and getting feedback on how they undertook the task

Having misconceptions debunked

Looking at the visual images on screen and comparing them with works of art seen in exhibitions

Writing things down

Finding out what others think

Hearing a range of opinions

Having complex ideas clarified

Making notes 

Trying to make connections between theory and practice

Sharing ideas 

Writing down their own questions for later study

Picking up my cues about what’s important

Copying down important things from the screen

Making additional notes to the handout materials

Asking the lecturer questions


Asking each other questions

Answering the lecturer’s questions

Answering each other’s questions

Adding important points to the handouts

Discussing things with each other

In short, lecturers’ agendas about what students should be doing in lectures tend to be far more focussed on the subject, thinking about it, learning it, and so on. Lecturers expect students to be turning the information presented in the lecture into their own knowledge, or (better) adding and integrating the content of the lecture with the knowledge which students already bring to the lecture. 

Students’ minds, however, are likely to remain full of all sorts of wider agendas – that is, unless we can use our teaching skills to make the learning agenda really compelling, so that other things already in students’ minds fade into the background.

Keeping attention engaged

We also need to recognise that students’ attention spans in lectures can be variable. McKeachie et al, reviewing the work of Hartley and Davies’ (1978) indicates that:

“One of the characteristics of a passive lecture situation in which a lecturer is using few devices to get students to think actively about the content of the lecture is that attention tends to drift. Probably all of us have had the experience of listening to a speaker and finding with a start that we have not heard the speaker for some time because our attention has drifted on to thoughts that are tangential to the lecturer’s theme. Bloom’s (1953) studies of students’ thinking during lectures and discussion indicated that more of students’ thoughts were relevant to the content during lectures than during discussions, but that there was less active thinking in lectures than in discussions”. (McKeatchie et al 1994 op cit p 57).

He further argues that:

“ Studies of the attention of students during lectures find that, typically, attention increases from the beginning of the lecture to ten minutes into the lecture and decreases after that point. They found that after the lecture students recalled 70 percent of the material covered in the first ten minutes, and only 20 percent of the material covered in the last ten minutes” (McKeatchie et al 1994 op cit p 56)

Gibbs et al (1992,op cit p 113 and 14) suggest that attention wanes in lectures after about 15 minutes unless student activity is integrated and many of us recognise this as being true in our own experiences of being students. Often this is symptomatic of a concentration on what is being taught rather than what is being learned.

What about learning payoff during lectures?

One way or another, most people’s response to the question “What’s the point of lectures?” has ‘learning’ in it somewhere. Students expect to learn something, and lecturers expect them to learn something. It is worth, therefore, exploring some of the things students do in lectures in terms of the likely learning payoff that may result from such actions. 

Writing

Most students spend at least some of their time in lectures writing. However, writing in itself is no guarantee of learning taking place. It depends what kinds of writing are involved. Let us therefore go straight into two quite different kinds of writing which happen in lectures – note-taking and note-making.

Copying things down – taking notes

McKeachie quoting the research of Hartley and Davies (1978) on note taking and student information processing during lectures suggests that:

“Students believe that there are two purposes for taking notes: One is that the process of taking notes will in itself help later recall; the other is that the notes provide external storage of concepts which may be reviewed when needed. The research results indicate some support for both beliefs.” (McKeachie, 1994 op cit p.59).

Note-taking certainly keeps students busy and often quiet, but we all know how easy it is for us to copy something down without thinking about it much at all. Sometimes, we only begin to think about what we’ve written down when we read it later. 

Just occasionally, we may want students to write down something exactly as we say it or show it on the screen. For example a definition, a mathematical expression, or a short but important quotation from a source. Then we may even ‘dictate’ the words, and students transcribe them exactly. The problem is that students too often don’t really know what they should be doing with the words we say to them and the words on the slides or overheads which we show to them. In this position of uncertainty, the safest thing to do seems to be to try to ‘capture’ the words by copying them down. “Well, at least I’ve got what was being talked about written down, so I’ll have a good chance to be able to work out what it all means in due course” students may naturally think . But all too often, weeks later, they read what they’ve written down and it makes no sense to them at all. There’s no longer the tone of voice, the body language of the lecturer, the emphasis on certain words, the speed, and all the other things which make it easier to understand what it really means.

In short, copying things down more often than not delivers little learning payoff. That said, we often don’t ever intend students to copy things down in the first place. We may be going to give the words themselves out in handout materials, or printouts of the slides, or files on the web which they can download and play with and add to. Or the words may already be there in handout materials right in front of the students’ eyes. And then, it’s only human nature for students to switch off mentally, “no point in spending energy on words which they already have in their handouts” they may think.

Note-taking is therefore, on the whole, a tenuous activity in terms of learning payoff. What about note-making?

Making notes
This is what most lecturers would actually like students to be doing in lectures – not just copying things down, but processing what’s being shown and said, and turning it into their own notes. However, getting students to make notes is an uphill struggle, for many reasons, including:

· It’s simply much easier to take notes than to make notes. Especially when students are tired, or even bored, simply capturing the words (or numbers, diagrams, and everything else they see and hear) is relatively straightforward;

· Just taking notes give students a sense that they’re doing their bit; it seems much better than just sitting thinking about what the lecturer is trying to say;

· It seems like a sensible insurance policy, trying ‘capture’ the lecture so that there’s more chance of being able to get to grips with the content later;

· Making notes has more risks associated with it, especially of being so busy putting down the sense of what’s just been covered, and being so busy in the process that the next bit gets missed entirely;

· Students often don’t know exactly when we would expect them to be making notes rather than just taking them;

· Students sometimes just don’t feel that they know how to make good notes.

If we stop and think about exactly what students can be actually doing when they’re making notes, their actions can include:

· Making decisions about what’s important enough to write down, and what’s just background detail;

· Annotating what’s already in the handout materials in front of them, to help the handouts reflect the emphasis that the lecturer is giving at the time;

· Writing down questions which may be worth following up later;

· Capturing passing thoughts and reactions to what’s being discussed or presented, to follow up later, or ignore as necessary;

· Jotting down instances where the light has just dawned on an idea or concept, to remind them of the thinking that has just happened, and help them to recapture it again later;

· Jotting down questions which other students have just asked, and which seem worth remembering, and being able to answer in future;

· Putting things in order of priority, for example if there are seven bullet points in a list of ‘causes’ in the handout, working out which of these are the most important ones to think about in future;

· Jotting down ‘for and against’ arguments, to help to fill out the picture of a debate or discussion during the lecture;

· Making decisions about which of the sources the lecturer is mentioning are going to be the most important ones to follow up after the lecture;

· Gathering clues from the lecturer’s words and actions about exactly what may be expected in related coursework assignments or future exam questions;

· Working out what the intended learning outcomes which may have been presented at the start of the lecture (or printed on the handout, or listed in the course documentation) actually mean in terms of the evidence students will be expected to furnish in due course that they have achieved these outcomes;

· Turning the ‘linear’ picture presented in the printed handout into a flow-diagram, concept map, or something else which shows how the separate elements fit together, overlap, and link to each other.

As can be seen from the list above, all of these activities involve a great deal more thinking than just transcribing the content of the lecture. In other words, these more strenuous activities cumulatively add up to much higher learning payoff for students. While we may hope that students would work all this out for themselves, we are only too aware sometimes that the most able students have already done so, but that many of their fellow students have not, or can not, or would like to but don’t know how.

There are indeed some things that lecturers can do to help students to make notes rather than take them. These include:

· Stopping for a few minutes now and then in a lecture, and briefing students to ‘make’ notes, for example “use the next three minutes to jot down for yourself the three most important things that we’ve been thinking about”, and then “spend a minute or two comparing what you’ve written with what the people on either side of you have just written, and add their best ideas to yours”.

· Sharing with students the differences between note-taking and note-making, and asking them to help in making sure that they did indeed get help and encouragement to make notes during lectures;

· Asking students to jot down their own thoughts or ideas about the issue to be addressed next in a lecture, and spending a minute or two letting students share these thoughts, before going on with the lecture, allowing students to pick up those of their own ideas which proved to be most relevant;

· Using handouts which have plenty of free space for students to make notes around what’s already there, and which reduce the temptation to take notes by already containing the wording of key slides;

· Adding boxes to handouts, with task briefings to allow students to get straight into making decisions and working out priorities while (or shortly after) things have been presented or discussed in the lecture;

· Encouraging students to take risks with note-making, and then follow up the lecture by comparing each others’ notes, and adding to them things that may have been missed as a result of concentrating on making notes rather than just taking them.

 It can also be well worth referring students to the extensive study-skills literature (some of which is listed in our bibliography) which will be readily available to them in libraries or learning resources centres, and indicating to them the most relevant discussions of note-making relating to the particular nature of topics and disciplines involved in the lecture course.

Asking questions

This is an activity with at least some potential for high learning payoff – the person who asks the question is likely to learn something. Even just thinking of questions to ask is a useful activity, but can evaporate into nothing unless the questions – and the answers – are jotted down at the time. 

Opening up a lecture to “any questions” serves some purposes, but has several disadvantages, including:

· It tends to be the more confident students who ask questions in front of a large group of their peers, and they aren’t necessarily the ones who need most to find out the answers to the questions;

· While the student who has asked a question is usually quite eager to find out the answer, other students may know it already, and others may not care about it;

· The questions tend to come in rather slowly, and in random order;

· Students often perceive it as a prompt to pack up books and papers prior to leaving. 

We can, however, do a lot as lecturers to encourage a great deal more question-asking to happen in our lectures. Things we can do include:

· Encourage students, while making notes, to continuously seek to annotate their notes with questions which are passing through their minds at any moment, for example using a different coloured pen to just put several question marks beside a word or idea that they don’t yet understand. Even if most of the passing questions are resolved in the next few minutes of the lecture, it remains useful for students to see in their notes this record of their transient thinking, and they can continue to check out that they do now indeed understand the answers to those questions;

· Pausing in the lecture, and asking all students to jot down three things they don’t yet know about what has been discussed in the last few minutes, then allowing them to ask each other their questions. Most will be answered quite readily by fellow students talking to each other, but some of the outstanding questions can then be redirected back to the lecturer to respond to;

· Asking students in groups to jot down questions they’d like answered, writing them on post-its or slips of paper, and passing them down to the lecturer, who can pick out ones to answer immediately, and retain the rest to cover important or frequently-asked ones later, or in the next lecture;

· Asking students in clusters to generate some ‘possible exam questions’ based on the last lecture or two, and jot them down on overhead transparency slips, and send them down to the front. Lecturers can then show and comment on the questions, for example giving feedback along the lines “this one would be too long for a half-hour exam question” or “this one would be rather too easy” or “this one is bang on the sort of thing which you should be able to do” and so on.

In these ways, the learning payoff associated with asking questions can be increased and shared among students, even when in large lecture groups.

Answering questions

This has obvious learning payoff for students. Asking individuals questions in lectures has limits, in that with a large group even with frequent questions from the lecturer, only a few students are directly caused to find out to what extent they really are able to answer the questions asked – those students actually asked for their responses to the questions. However, simply asking the whole group to think about the answer to a question, then pausing, then choosing one or more respondents causes more thinking to be done, as few students want to be without something they could say in response if they happen to be picked. 

Students may indeed try to avoid being picked, for example by avoiding eye contact at the crucial moment. One way to randomise questioning of this sort is to write numbers (for example 1 to 176) on the top right-hand corner of the front page of students’ handout materials, and alert students that this has been done and ask them to note their number, and (more importantly) the numbers of people immediately beside them. Then a question can be posed, a pause given, and the you can pick a number at random: “who’s got 134, please?”. The owners of particular numbers may try to conceal their identity, but students beside them almost always enjoy giving the game away. Once students realise that their number could come up at any moment, the whole group thinks much harder of answers during the pauses, and the learning payoff from quizzing the group increases quite dramatically. However, you will need to be sensitive to the fact that some students for personal or cultural reasons may feel oppressed by being called upon to speak up in front of their peers and to back off if a student is genuinely unwilling to answer. 

Handouts can be really useful to increase the learning payoff associated with answering questions. A list of open-ended questions in part of a handout is much more effective at prompting activity than merely providing the answers. The questions can be used as prompts during the lecture, with students making notes as the answers to the questions arise during the lecture. When students already have questions planted in their minds, they are much more receptive as the answers are revealed. Indeed, students may, if given the chance, often have a try at answering the questions themselves first, by sketching in guesses in their handout materials, then checking which proved to be correct or not as the discussion develops, especially if handouts are available in advance as part of a learning support package or on the web.

Handouts can also be used to help students to gather together what they already know from previous lectures, in the first few minutes of the next one. For example, if the first page of a handout has a series of short, sharp revision questions, the class can be given five minutes for everyone to jot down their answers to these questions, and members of the group can be selected to speak out their individual answers. Even students who are relatively reluctant to speak out in front of the large group may feel more comfortable doing so when they have already jotted down their answers, and the process becomes one with a high learning payoff for most of the group. A few minutes spent in this way at the start of a lecture can also be a way of minimising the inconvenience caused by latecomers – who in any case soon find that they have missed something relatively useful and may be less likely to be late next time.

Similarly, towards the end of a lecture, it can be useful to have another question-and-answer episode, based on questions already in the handout materials, or on a separate sheet given out at that stage. Telling students that all of the questions cumulatively mount up towards letting them know exactly what they are expected to be able to handle in forthcoming exam questions can help students to think about using the handouts more actively as revision aids, rather than just providing information to learn.

Since much of the assessment of students’ progress is based, in one way or another, on them becoming better able to answer questions with precision, speed and depth, the high level of learning payoff associated with embracing the question-answer process during lectures is obvious, and the benefits of making the process transparent by using printed questions in handouts are clear.

Explaining things to each other

The act of explaining something to someone else invariably has high learning payoff. The person explaining it gets a stronger grip on it simply through the process of putting it into words and communicating it to someone else. Indeed, as lecturers, we continue to deepen our own understanding of our subjects by explaining things to our students. But we can share the benefits with students by getting them to explain things to each other. 

For example, in a maths lecture, imagine the moment when about a third of the students can understand what the lecturer has just demonstrated, and the other two thirds haven’t yet ‘seen the light’. We can ask the students for a show of hands of those for whom the light has now dawned, and check out by a further show of hands that for the remainder they’re not yet there. Then asking each of the students who can understand it to explain to two or three of those who can’t can deliver really high learning payoff. Logistically, this may cause one or two problems where the ‘illuminated’ students are sitting together in the same part of the tiered auditorium, but benefits accrue when those who are doing the explaining deepen their own understanding by putting the idea across to those who didn’t understand it. 

In turn, the students who are struggling benefit from having it explained to them by someone who has just seen how to do it – while it is fresh in their minds. Someone who has just found out something is in the best possible position to explain it to others, as they can still remember exactly how the light dawned. For us lecturers, it is often far harder for us to explain some difficult things to students, as we can’t ourselves remember how it felt when we first began to understand it ourselves. We sometimes can’t even imagine not being able to understand something – we’ve known it for so long.

The learning payoff associated with a theatre-full of students explaining key points or having them explained to them can be enormous – well worth us passing the session over to the students for a few minutes at a time when an appropriately important or tricky concept or idea comes into play.

Handouts for learning, not just for information
We’ve already touched on the idea that handout materials used in lectures don’t just have to be summaries of the information we wish students to take away with them to learn later. When handout materials are turned into interactive learning materials, they cause far more learning payoff to be delivered. In particular, when handouts are full of things for students to do, during and after lectures, they become a much more valuable resource than just yet more information. When students do a lot of writing onto their handout materials (answering questions on them, brainstorming their own ideas into them, filling in brief summaries of what has been discussed into them, and so on), the handouts are valued much more by the students. You can see the difference in the way they keep them carefully and organise them in their folders. Handouts into which students have committed a fair amount of thinking are seldom seen as paper aeroplanes or in bins around the campus! 

There is no escaping the fact that preparing handouts designed to be learning resource materials for students takes more time than simply providing them with summaries of the content of a lecture. More paper may be needed too, not least because of the blank space for students to do things with the tasks in the handouts. The costs are therefore higher too. However, well designed interactive handouts reap benefits for lecturers as well as for students. For a start, they are direct evidence of the intended quality of the learning-teaching interactions we are trying to achieve through our lectures. They are not then seen as just a duplication of information which students could have found for themselves outside the lecture, or downloaded from the intranet, and so on. When students find the handouts really valuable during as well as after lectures, problems with lecture attendance can diminish remarkably. It is then no substitute just photocopying someone else’s handout after a missed lecture. Indeed, students who have invested quite a lot of their own thinking into their copy of an interactive handout may be somewhat reluctant to give theirs to a friend to copy in case it gets lost. The extra time and cost which goes into producing handouts of this nature can be well justified in terms of providing our students with learning resources rather than simply in terms of providing ourselves with teaching aids.

If we’re intent on turning handout materials into learning resources, it is natural enough to make sure that each handout helps to paint the picture of what we really expect our students to be doing in their learning, not only through the level of the tasks and exercises contained in the handouts themselves, but by using the handouts to present to the students the associated specific intended learning outcomes directly associated with each particular lecture in the programme. It can also be useful to add some printed briefing notes to help students to understand what these learning outcomes actually mean for them in terms of the standards they should be aiming to reach as they continue to work with the subject matter addressed by the handouts, as they revise and prepare for summative assessments such as exams. When students learn a great deal from using their handout materials, and see them as a unifying thread running through a programme of lectures, we find out very quickly that they are indeed being valued, from students’ feedback responses about a course in general. This positive feedback is of course a very welcome dimension of the evidence we have that our lectures themselves are being well received.

What else can lecturers do in lectures to help keep students focussed and attentive?

If we want to keep students with us over periods of an hour or longer, conventional wisdom (as well as the research cited by McKeachie above) suggests that we need to build in a variety of attention recall points to stop students’ attention from drifting away from the topic of the lecture. The consultant team who worked with Gibbs on the PCFC funded Teaching More Students project (Gibbs et al,1992 op cit, pp13-31) came up with a range of suggestions, (in addition to the use of questions and answers and handouts), which we have summarised and expanded upon here:

· Give the students a break, in the form of an actual rest for a few moments, an invitation to read their own or a colleagues’ notes, to have a stretch, to tackle a problem, to silently reflect or to plan future work associated with a topic;

· Get them to read a short section of a handout, on the premise that it changes the activity, but also enables some fast coverage of material that can be unpacked in a late part of the lecture (although we offer caveats here about over-use, especially where students with visual impairments or dyslexia are present);

· Get some instant feedback on how they are doing, perhaps by a show of hands, instant questionnaire, post-it exercise or by electronic means;

· Undertake some kind of mini-assessment task like a quiz, a set of multi-task questions on screen or a short written test on the handout;

· Change the nature of the stimulus: for example, if the students have been looking at slides in the dark, put the main lights on and talk without reference to images for a while or if the main presentation technique up to that point has been talking through a PowerPoint presentation, give them a single image or video clip to look at for a moment;

· Change the activity: If the students have been writing solidly for twenty minutes or more, you could ask them just to sit and listen to you, or an audio clip for a few minutes without writing anything down. If they have been following your explanation or exposition for a while, asking them individually or in pairs to apply the concept to a problem provides variety.

Conclusions

In this chapter we’ve been exploring the learning which students can achieve during lectures, and seeing that in fact there is a great deal that we ourselves can do to increase the learning payoff which our lectures actually deliver, right there in the lecture room, to students. We want, of course, for the learning not to stop the moment that students walk out of a lecture. Nor is it wise for us to base our hopes that students’ learning will begin after they walk out of a lecture! If we put the time we have with the students to good effect getting them started on their learning, they are much more likely to continue spontaneously after a lecture. It’s often the energy it takes to start learning something which can be the hurdle that really needs to be overcome, and we can help students to make a start by getting them learning as a normal part of being in our lectures, not just showing them what they should learn later.







