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THE TRUE MYTH - CAN A UNIVERSITY
LECTURE BE INTERACTIVE?

Major, Eva
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There is an increasing interest in higher education to transcend from
traditional teacher-focused, didactic teaching to more student-focused
methods which are more engaging and attractive for students especially
because learning preferences seem to have changed. However, simultane-
ously there are also increasing student numbers and thus, it is important
to develop and implement ways of teaching that can simultaneously serve
large numbers of students while more actively engaging them in the learn-
ing process.

I would like to begin with an experiment I did with my own students
at ELTE. I had asked them (about 30 students) to list words or expressions
in two columns. In the first column about ‘their ideal learning environment’
(under what circumstances do they learn best?) and in the other about “uni-
versity lectures’. What came out are two lists that I have converted into
word clouds. In the first word cloud (ideal learning environment) the most
frequent words were: silence, alone, home, interactive, active, loudly, pairs,
while in the second one (university lecture) boring, long, stressful, notes,
crowded, frontal teaching. Does this mean that university lectures might
not be the students’ favourite way of learning, and they are not motivated
enough anymore?

According to Bligh (2000) lectures are “continuous expositions by a
speaker who wants the audience to learn something” (p.15). Transmissive
lectures can be traced back as far as ancient Greek and Roman times, and
certainly from at least the start of the European universities in the 13th cen-
tury. The term ‘lecture’ comes from the Latin, meaning reading. In the 13th
century, most books were extremely rare, handcrafted and illustrated by
monks. As a result, a university would often have only one copy of a book,
and it may have been the only copy available in the world. Professors had
to borrow the only text from the library, and during lectures they went up to
the podium and literally read it to the students, who dutifully wrote down
their own version of the lecture (Bates, 2015).
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What is remarkable is that even after the invention of the printing
press, radio, television, and the Internet, the transmissive lecture, character-
ised by the authoritative instructor talking to a group of students, remains
the dominant methodology for teaching in many institutions, even in a dig-
ital age. What can be the reason for this dominance?

Francis Fukuyama, the famous political scientist in his monumental
writing on political development and political decay (2011), points out that
institutions that provide essential functions within a state often become so
fixed over time in their original structures that they fail to adapt and adjust
to changes in the external environment.

Another obvious reason is that a lecture is highly economical. It is
much cheaper to finance one lecture for 150 students than 10 seminars for
the same population.

A third reason might be that university professors, teachers in post-sec-
ondary education have no other model for teaching, they are used to an
‘apprenticeship model’ of copying the same methods used by one’s own
teachers, then gradually refining them from experience, without a great deal
of attention being paid to theories of how students actually learn.

One of the most authoritative analysis of the research on the effec-
tiveness of lectures is Bligh’s (2000). He summarized a wide range of me-
ta-analyses and studies of the effectiveness of lectures compared with other
teaching methods and found consistent results:

» the lecture is as effective as other methods for transmitting in-
formation (the corollary of course is that other methods — such
as video, reading, independent study, or Wikipedia — are just as
effective as lecturing for transmitting information);

* most lectures are not as effective as discussion for promoting
thought;

* lectures are generally ineffective for changing attitudes or values
or for inspiring interest in a subject;

* lectures are relatively ineffective for teaching behavioural skills.
Bligh also examined research on student attention, on memorizing, and on
motivation, and concluded: ‘We see evidence...once again to suppose that
lectures should not be longer than twenty to thirty minutes — at least without
techniques to vary stimulation. ‘(p.56). Many of the referred research stud-
ies have also shown that in order to understand, analyse, apply, and commit
information to long-term memory, the learner must actively engage with
the material. In order for a lecture to be effective, it must include activities
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that compel the student to mentally manipulate the information. Many lec-
turers of course do this, by stopping and asking for comments or questions
throughout the lecture — but many do not.

Although these findings have been available for a long time, and You-
Tube videos now last approximately eight minutes and TED talks twenty
minutes at a maximum, teaching in many educational institutions is still
organized around a standard 60-90-minute lecture session or longer, with,
if students are lucky, a few minutes at the end for questions or discussion.

Subsequent research (e.g. Entwistle and Peterson, 2004) showed that
as well as students’ initial motivation for study, a variety of other factors
also influence students’ approaches to learning. In particular, surface ap-
proaches to learning are more commonly found when there is a focus on:
information transmission, tests that rely mainly on memory, a lack of in-
teraction and discussion. On the other hand, deeper approaches to learning
are found when there is a focus on: analytical or critical thinking or prob-
lem-solving, in-class discussion, assessment based on analysis, synthesis,
comparison and evaluation.

McKeachie and Svinicki (2006, p. 58) believe that lecturing is best
used for:

* providing up-to-date material that can’t be found in one source;

* summarizing material found in a variety of sources;

» adapting material to the interests of a particular group;

 initially helping students discover key concepts, principles or ide-

as;

* modelling expert thinking.

Thus, in addition to considering the purpose of a lecture we can experiment
with various techniques to make lectures more interactive and engaging.
In the following, I am going to list a few examples selected from recent
studies.

Think-Pair-Share: students are asked to think about a question, then
discuss with a partner, then discuss with another pair — allows students to
discuss each other’s ideas and correct each other.

Minute paper: at end of lecture, students are asked to take one minute
to answer question(s) about the lecture — encourages students to keep atten-
tion high during the lecture, and provides feedback to lecturer about their
learning.

Public Response System: students vote or answer closed multiple
choice questions — can be used to stimulate discussion, and provides imme-

INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC CONFERENCE



MULTICULTURALISM AND DIVERSITY IN THE 21%" CENTURY 223

diate feedback to the lecturer on the students’ comprehension (e.g. Kahoot
(https://kahoot.com/ ) or Socrative (https://www.socrative.com/).

Real-time use of ICT: lecturer and students communicate online dur-
ing the lecture, e.g. students ask questions, respond to questions or give
feedback by composing a message and sending it to the lecturer — encourag-
es student participation and allows seeking of clarification during learning.
(e.g. Sli.do https://www.sli.do/ )

Peer instruction: instead of presenting the level of detail covered in
the textbook or lecture notes, lectures consist of a number of brief presenta-
tions on key points, each followed by short questions on the subject under
discussion. The students are first given time to formulate answers and then
they are asked to discuss their answers with each other.

Breaking the class into smaller groups: this approach overlaps with
peer instruction to some extent, it is basically making large classes seem
small through various case studies and examples.

Brain Breaks: a brain break is a short period of time when we change
up the dull routine of incoming information that arrives via predictable,
tedious, well-worn roadways. Our brains are wired for novelty. (stand up
and move...)

The word combination ‘interactive lecture’ is an oxymoron, i.e. two
words used together that have, or seem to have, opposite meanings. There-
fore, I gave the title “True Myth’, to my presentation, to demonstrate that these
expressions do become a natural part of the language, especially if their use
is meaningful. I do hope that interactive lectures will become more and more
widespread, lecturers will aspire to engage students and the word ‘boring’ will
come up less often when we ask students opinion on university lectures.
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