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THE LECTURE AS A TEACHING
STRATEGY

F

or more than 900 years, lectures have been the primary strategy for
teaching in higher education, dating from the start of universities in
Western Europe (Brockliss, 1996). Over the past 25 years, however, many
have argued that faculty members need to abandon the lecture and shift to
more active learning approaches (Bajak, 2014; Bligh, 2000; Freeman et al.,
2014; Hakeem, 2001). One prominent push to remove lectures was King’s
(1993) often cited proposition for higher education faculty members to
move from being the sage on the stage to the guide on the side. The premise
behind this widely known phrase is that lecturing is not an effective teaching approach because students are not actively engaged when listening to
a lecture. This position is based on constructivist theories that focus on
students benefitting from being active participants and coconstructors of
knowledge rather than empty vessels that need to be filled with knowledge. The implication of this argument is that the lecture is simply a
one-directional transmission of knowledge from expert to student, with
students in a passive role waiting to simply receive the information from
the professor.
Around the same time that King (1993) discussed the importance of
moving toward being a wise facilitator in an active classroom, Barr and
Tagg (1995) called for a similar paradigm shift in education, arguing that
learning rather than teaching should be the focus in higher education. This
call to action asked faculty to change from a teacher-centered approach to
a student-centered approach to learning. In essence, faculty members were
encouraged to think about learning first and teaching second. Because
many viewed the lecture as teacher focused and active learning as student
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focused, faculty members were encouraged to move from lecturing to
more active and engaged learning approaches. As a result, conferences
and books devoted to pedagogical approaches moved en masse to active
learning themes. An extensive systematic review of traditional lecturing versus active learning concluded that “calls to increase the number
of students receiving STEM degrees could be answered, at least in part,
by abandoning traditional lecture in favor of active learning” (Freeman
et al., 2014, p. 8410). With all the research and focus on active and engaged
learning designed to replace lectures, teaching and learning centers across
the nation followed suit, supporting faculty members in their use of active
learning approaches, such as small-group work, to engage all students and
set the stage for learning.
Unfortunately, many have interpreted the move to active learning
to mean that the lecture should be abandoned. The call to include more
active strategies and the push to emphasize more learner-centered instruction was not based on evidence that lecturing was in itself a bad instructional approach. Research noted that traditional lectures used alone
were ineffective, but that lectures mixed with active learning were found
to be an effective teaching strategy (Freeman et al., 2014). Lectures can
have very powerful effects. It is actually very easy to demonstrate the
strong potential of the lecture to teach an individual who is a novice in
any field. Imagine for a moment that you wish to teach a novice which
combination of chemicals will explode. Telling a student that the following information will affect his or her life and then describing the chemicals that will explode when mixed will certainly lead to new knowledge.
In this example, active learning would potentially be the worst teaching
strategy. The same case could be made in any number of disciplines when
providing foundational knowledge that allows critical and creative thinking to follow. The lecture can be even more powerful when combined with
active learning techniques. The evidence that drove many faculty members to move from lecture to active learning actually demonstrated that
incorporating reflection and engaged strategies into the lecture format
enhances long-term recall of newly acquired information (Hake, 1998).
Unfortunately, the call to move from lecture to active learning is often
interpreted as an either-or proposition and pitted active learning against
the lecture. This has led to individuals suggesting that active learning
approaches should fully replace the lecture or that the lecture should be
banned altogether (e.g., Bajak, 2014). As a result, some have discouraged
faculty members from lecturing, and some question whether it is even
ethical to lecture (Handelsman, 2011). This is quite unfortunate, as the
lecture can be an extremely effective teaching strategy. As Stacy (2009)
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noted, “Lecturing, like most things, can be done well and can be done
badly” (p. 275).
Everyone seems to agree that boring, monotone, ineffective lectures
do exist. That said, completely abandoning a teaching strategy that has
been around for nearly a century based on the poor implementation of
that strategy by some is certainly not productive. Regmi (2012) points
out that boring lectures are the result of the instructor’s lack of skills, not
the teaching method itself. To enhance learning, it is important to carefully evaluate all the available effective teaching methods and assist faculty
with implementing each of those teaching methods effectively.
The lecture is most certainly on the list of teaching methods that
can be effective. Most would agree that lectures provided via TED talks
(www.ted.com/talks) are well done and effective. This is not to say that one
should lecture all the time; rather, a combination of teaching approaches
will likely work best. Research has shown that professional development
aimed at improving the lecture by incorporating interactive strategies is
effective (Nasmith & Steinert, 2001). Snowball (2014) found that adding
online activities to a traditional lecture was an effective way to “improve
teaching and learning and to accommodate student diversity” (p. 823).
Even with the massive push in higher education to move away from
the lecture to more active learning methodologies, lecturing is still the
most widely used teaching method (Berrett, 2012). Unfortunately, very
few professional development resources focus on helping faculty to lecture effectively. It is difficult, if not impossible, to find sessions at higher
education teaching and learning conferences that address how to lecture
well. Books on the topic of effective lecturing are scarce. Likewise, many
teaching and learning centers do not provide workshops or other support
for faculty who lecture. In fact, some centers completely avoid supporting
lecturing in any way, as it may present an image that is inconsistent with
their mission of creating engaged learning environments.
Despite the lack of pedagogical support, the lecture is an effective
teaching strategy when done well, particularly when combined with active
learning techniques. The critical factor is to look at what constitutes an
effective lecture, the types of lectures, and how to best determine when
and what type of activities to combine with a lecture.

LECTURING WORKS: A LOOK AT THE EVIDENCE
If done well, the lecture may produce some of the highest levels of learning
(Baeten, Dochy, & Struyven, 2013; Clark, Kirshner, & Sweller, 2012). Klahr
Sample Chapter

9781620366172_Harrington_Dynamic Lecturing.indb 7

www.Styluspub.com

6/29/2017 2:32:23 PM

8

EXPLORING THE LECTURE

and Nigam (2004) conducted an experimental study to investigate the effectiveness of the lecture approach. In their study, 112 third and fourth grade
students were randomly assigned to direct instruction or discovery-based
learning, which is a learning environment where students work together
to discover content. Results of this study revealed that students in direct
instruction greatly outperformed the students in the discovery-based learning section. Specifically, 77 of the children in direct instruction mastered
the content as they were able to complete three of four tasks successfully.
Only 23 of the children who participated in the discovery-based learning process mastered the content. In another study, Baeten and colleagues
(2013) also found the lecture method beneficial. In this quasi-experimental
study, college classes were taught using one of the following methods:
•
•
•
•

lecture only,
case-based learning only,
an alternating approach (lecture, case-based, lecture, case-based), or
a gradual approach (lecture, lecture, case-based, case-based).

The case-based learning approach used a constructivist approach
that actively involved the students; the teacher was in the facilitator role,
and authentic assignments and group work were used. The researchers noted the students who were in a lecturing only or gradual approach
class outperformed the students who were assigned to the case-based
learning approach. Interestingly, students in the gradual approach group
outperformed students in the alternating approach group. The students in
the gradual approach learned by lecture during the first half of the semester and then participated in case-based learning during the second half of
the semester. In the alternating approach, students first listened to a lecture
and then participated in a case-based learning activity followed by another
lecture and then another case-based learning activity. These findings suggest that lecturing is particularly important and useful early in a course, as
lectures build foundational knowledge needed for active learning.
Research has found that the benefits of direct instruction may extend
into the multimedia arena as well. In a study by Jensen (2011), students in
an introductory psychology course received in-person and online lectures
for different course content. No significant differences were found between
online or in-person lecture formats. In other words, students performed
equally well on quizzes regardless of whether the lecture took place in the
classroom or online. However, it should be noted that students indicated
it was easier to attend to the content when attending an in-person lecture
as compared to the online lecture (Jensen, 2011). Toto and Booth (2008)
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found that access to online mini lectures increased test performance, suggesting that the value of listening to a lecture extends beyond the traditional, in-person lecture. One advantage of posting lectures online is that
students can access the material as often as needed. This can be particularly
helpful for students with learning disabilities who may benefit from listening to the lecture more than once. Although these findings support the use
of online lectures, it is important to note that some researchers have failed
to find positive effects of providing online lectures (Evans, 2014; Joordens,
Grinnell, & Chrysostomou, 2009).

LECTURES ARE EFFICIENT AND EFFECTIVE FOR
NOVICE LEARNERS
One of the main reasons lecturing continues to be so prevalent is that it is
a very efficient teaching method. Given the large amounts of content and
the limited amount of time in courses, at times efficiency is important.
Although group work done well is certainly effective (Springer, Stanne, &
Donovan, 1999), much more instructional time is needed for this teaching method. Unfortunately, the amount of time undergraduates spend in
class is quite limited, and professors need to carefully consider the best
use of precious instructional time. College students are expected to learn a
vast amount of content, particularly when being introduced to a new subject area. The lecture teaching method, compared to group or other active
learning approaches, allows for more efficient learning of content. This is
particularly important for courses with learning outcomes that focus significantly on foundational knowledge. One solution is to skillfully share
content via a lecture and then augment it with interspersed brief interactive exercises. Lectures also ensure that the content is communicated accurately, which is particularly important in the early formation of a subject
matter area. Although discovery-based learning can bring about tremendous long-term effects, one of the noted disadvantages of discovery-based
learning is that students often require a significant amount of time and
expend significant mental effort learning inaccurate or incorrect information (Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006). When this happens, additional
time must be spent on helping students unlearn the inaccurate content
and learn the accurate content, a task that is not only time consuming
but also quite challenging. Overall, the lecture mixed with active learning
strategies brings about a compromise of efficiency and deep learning.
Lecturing is efficient because it reduces the cognitive load for students
(Lee & Anderson, 2013). In other words, it is easier and less taxing for
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students to hear you, the expert, explain a concept rather than work with
others, who often do not know much about the concept, to try to understand it on their own. Research conducted by Tuovinen and Sweller (1999)
nicely illustrates this concept. In their study, students were assigned to
either a worked example or an exploration group. Worked examples are
when a faculty member demonstrates an example during a lecture, such as
a math professor who works out the problem in front of the class, showing students the process behind obtaining the correct answer. Exploration
groups seek to figure out the correct answer without seeing an example
problem worked out. In addition to measuring success, Tuovinen and
Sweller also assessed cognitive load and task efficiency. They found that for
students who had little to no background knowledge, the worked example
learning method was much more efficient than the exploration method. In
other words, the more direct, worked example approach did not demand
as much mental energy for new learners and resulted in significantly more
learning.
A large part of learning is learning how to think about the subject
or problem at hand. In such cases, watching an expert think through the
solution is beneficial. This is the basis of social learning: We learn from
watching others. With respect to the lecture method, the expertise of the
professor is critical to the learning process. Think about how an expert
can effectively organize information for students, explicitly make connections between concepts, and emphasize the concepts or theories that are
most important. Research has shown that these tasks are quite difficult
for novice learners who are not able to easily differentiate the important
from the less important or identify the connections between concepts
(Hrepic, Zollman, & Rebello, 2007). Students gain a lot from watching
professors use their expertise to solve problems. In other words, students
learn from observing the process used in talking about the subject as well
as the content itself. In a study by Jensen (2011), students reported that
in-person lectures were most helpful in terms of understanding course
content (88 agreed or strongly agreed that lectures helped them learn
the course content) compared to active learning sessions (49 agreed or
strongly agreed that these sessions helped them learn the course content).
Students with little to no background on a subject find that the lecture
helps them develop a strong foundational knowledge base in a much more
time-efficient way than if they were left on their own to discover the connections and learn the content.
Because teaching and learning are such complex processes, it is important to consider the primary factors that might help us decide when it is
best to lecture and when it is best to use more active learning approaches.
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One important factor that we have not yet addressed is the student’s background knowledge on the subject matter. Research has found that lecturing (i.e., direct instruction) is most helpful to individuals with limited
knowledge in a given area (Clark et al., 2012). In other words, students
who do not have much background in a content area will learn best when
an expert shares knowledge about the topic in a lecture. This may explain
why Baeten and colleagues (2013) found that the gradual approach (lecture
during the first half of the semester followed by case-based small-group
work during the second half) worked better than the alternating approach
(lecture, case-based learning, lecture, case-based learning). Lecturing can
provide students with the background knowledge they need to be successful in group work or other active learning experiences. Faculty have spent
a great deal of time developing expertise in areas where students hope
to learn. When asked to engage in group work without adequate background knowledge, students often get frustrated, focus on nonessential
details rather than the most important concepts, and may spend their time
and energy on learning inaccurate information (Kirschner et al., 2006;
Woolfolk, 2013). This is because students do not yet know enough about
the discipline to productively contribute and participate in constructing
knowledge through group work. Background knowledge is an essential
factor for engaging in higher level thinking (Harrington, 2016).
With respect to acquisition of information through lecture and
active learning, experts differ from novices. Lee and Anderson (2013)
describe the expertise reversal effect, with experts benefitting more from
active group work than from lecturing. With advanced undergraduate or
graduate students, it is better to increase the amount of active learning
strategies and decrease time spent lecturing, as these students will likely
learn best in a learning environment that focuses on in-depth discussions
and group activities. This shifting in benefits of strategies occurs as more
advanced students have more background information in the area being
studied. The main point is that the effectiveness of lectures and active
learning differs by level of expertise. Novice learners, those with limited
background knowledge in a given area, will benefit more from a higher
proportion of lectures than they would from a higher proportion of active
learning, whereas the reverse is true for more advanced learners. This
doesn’t mean that group work and other active learning approaches should
be avoided. Research clearly shows that some form of active learning strategy will help novice learners solidify the information just learned. However, a measured amount of lecturing is particularly beneficial to the novice
learner. As a faculty member, it is important to consider what background
knowledge students need to be successful in the group activity and then
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be sure that students have an opportunity to learn this necessary background knowledge before letting them work in groups. In other words,
lectures should typically precede group work in undergraduate education,
especially in courses that do not have prerequisites. As students gain more
background knowledge in a subject area, the teaching methods can shift,
and active learning can become the primary learning method. This suggests that lecturing may well be more beneficial in first- and second-year
classes, whereas small-group discussions and activities more appropriately dominate the graduate student classroom. This research illustrates
the importance of knowing your students. All teaching approaches are not
equally effective with all students, and no strategy should be used in isolation. To repeat, background knowledge is one important consideration
when determining which teaching method to use.

THE POWER OF A GOOD STORY
Although lectures have a variety of forms, one very effective component
of the lecture is telling a story to illustrate the content and the critical
thinking process of a discipline. As noted by Cangelosi and Whitt (2006),
“Storytelling is a long standing method of teaching that has been effective
in a wide variety of formal and informal learning environments” (p. 1). A
good story is an incredibly powerful learning tool, and humans have been
using the power of stories effectively for centuries. Well-developed storytelling captures and maintains the attention of students (Lordly, 2007) in
part because of the emotional aspect of stories. It also puts information
into a framework that is easier to understand and to process. Essentially,
it is easier to connect to content when we can easily relate to it. Emotions
provide a vehicle for this connection even when our experiences with the
content may be limited. According to social neuroscientists, emotional
contagion occurs in humans. Emotional contagion is one factor pertaining to emotion and learning that has been shown to have an impact on
task performance and cooperation (Barsade, 2016). Emotional contagion
occurs when a person’s mood is influenced by the mood of other individuals. Being positive results in others becoming more positive by association.
In essence, the way in which content is delivered matters. In other words,
as social animals, our emotions can draw in other individuals as they relate
to our emotions, making it more likely for students to attach more personal
value to the content. Not surprisingly, emotions play a huge role in learning. When a lecturer shares her/his passion with students, this emotional
experience motivates and inspires. Students are more likely to learn from a
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professor who is passionate than from one who does not exude excitement
and passion about the discipline. In fact, one of the primary reasons cited
for ineffective lectures is a lack of emotion in the lecturer’s delivery, such
as reading text or explaining a concept in a monotone voice. Physiological
mechanisms at play make it difficult for a person to listen to emotionless
information. Effective storytellers skillfully organize the content, often but
not always sequentially, and interweave details and emotion to make the
content come alive.
In the discussion of active versus passive learning, some argue that
lecturing is passive because the listener simply sits there and receives
information as an empty vessel into which knowledge is being poured.
A good story can result in a very actively engaged listener. Mayer (2009)
argues that the most important type of engagement in learning is cognitive engagement, and high cognitive engagement is likely to occur during
a good story. Think about how listeners can be incredibly engaged, sometimes even sitting on the edge of their seat, when listening to a story or
captivating lecture. Although students in this situation may not be talking
with others or working in a hands-on way, students can most certainly
be engaged from a cognitive standpoint. If cognitive engagement is what
matters most, then stories delivered by lecture can be an incredibly powerful teaching method.
Stories also give meaning to the content being learned. Putting information in a meaningful context significantly increases learning. Story lines
have a beginning, a middle, and an end, and this overall organizational
structure and resolution makes it easier for students to take in and digest
the information. Using short stories within the context of a larger story
also helps individuals to better understand complicated concepts and
situations. In other words, faculty can organize or structure their lecture
according to an overarching theme or story line but then venture out by
telling short stories that relate to more specific content. Mini stories that
elaborate on content and give additional meaning to the material being
learned will undoubtedly increase learning. Examples in the form of mini
stories help the students make sense of the content and bring the information alive (Lee & Anderson, 2013). Relational elaboration, comparing
and contrasting elements within a given area of content, is a particularly
effective strategy. By focusing on similarities and differences, learning can
be significantly increased (Hamilton, 1997). Although relational elaboration naturally happens when using the storytelling approach, Eagan (1982)
argues that teachers can plan to use binary opposites such as good versus
bad to create a structure that results in higher levels of student understanding and engagement.
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Relatedly, professors often incorporate metaphors into lectures, especially when introducing new concepts or perspectives (Beger, 2011). Metaphors, which typically allow an established concept to be applied to a
concept being learned, can be used to provide an overall framework or
context for new content and to also make the content more memorable.
However, Littlemore (2001) notes that metaphors can have a negative
impact on the learning process for students from different cultures or for
those whose first language is not English. For example, it is common for
students from different cultures or countries to misinterpret metaphors
and the related course content. This can also be true for students with
learning challenges. Students with high-functioning autism, for instance,
often interpret language very literally and could therefore struggle with
making sense of course content presented through metaphors (Gold &
Faust, 2010). Thus, as faculty we need to be mindful of how metaphors
might enhance or inhibit the learning processes for our students. When
they work, metaphors are a powerful way to help students understand
abstract or complex concepts. At times, however, the use of metaphors
may lead to students walking away with inaccurate understandings of the
material. Communicating content in several different ways and explaining metaphors in detail can potentially help combat some of the possible
pitfalls with this teaching approach.
It should be noted that storytelling works well for novices and experts,
as even those with a great depth of information in a given area love a good
story. Faculty often pour into professional development sessions conducted by prestigious members of their discipline to hear them share their
stories in a lecture. Although many of us do appreciate conferences and
other professional development opportunities that allow interaction
and reflection, we also love a well-crafted lecture, provided it is developed
and delivered well. This explains the popularity of TED talks, which are a
perfect example of how lectures can be turned into powerful stories and
how lectures can still be effective even with experts as audience members.

A BETTER APPROACH
Research to date on effective teaching and learning does not suggest we
choose between lectures and active learning approaches. Instead, it is
important to determine which learning approaches work best for which
students under which learning conditions and by which instructor. Effective teaching is a complex process that involves the teacher, the student,
the content, and the pedagogical approach (Pashler, McDaniel, Rohrer, &
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Bjork, 2008). For example, if the learning outcome is for students to be
able to use a microscope, then your teaching method should most definitely include a hands-on opportunity for students to learn and practice
this skill. In this example, a lecture might be helpful prior to the hands-on
activity to identify behaviors that might break the microscope or damage
the slide being observed, but relying exclusively on the lecture method
would be obviously problematic. If the course learning outcomes are
focused on developing teamwork and collaboration skills, it will be difficult to achieve these outcomes by relying solely on the lecture teaching
method. Clearly, students will need an opportunity to engage in group
work to successfully achieve these learning outcomes.
The best approach to teaching is a blended one that incorporates lecture and active learning opportunities (e.g., Freeman et al., 2014; Major,
Harris, & Zakrajsek, 2016). In addition, the passion you bring to your lectures can be an incredibly important factor in whether students learn and
involve themselves further with the discipline. Skillfully integrating active
learning strategies into a well-crafted lecture can have amazing outcomes.
For example, adding brief opportunities for students to digest and reflect
on the content just learned can certainly enhance the lecturing technique.

SUMMARY
As with any teaching method, lecturing can be effective or ineffective.
We’ve all had the experience of sitting in the dreaded lecture with a monotone professor who reads from the book or from prepared notes. However,
we have all also probably had the experience of being totally captivated by
a professor who was sharing expertise and passion for the subject matter
in a lecture. It is a myth that all lecturing is a passive experience where
a professor transmits knowledge to a student. Lectures can be dynamic,
interactive, engaging, and powerful. During a lecture, content can come
alive for students. As previously noted, lectures are especially helpful in
introductory courses or when students are fairly new to a field of study.
Now that we know some of the evidence behind the use of the lecture,
it’s time to explore how we can maximize learning via the lecture method
of teaching. This book reviews several strategies to enhance student learning during lectures. In each chapter, the evidence behind each lecturing
strategy is presented along with several practical suggestions to include
active learning with the lecture. You’ll find that the strategies are easy to
incorporate into lectures, making immediate application likely. By incorporating some or all of the strategies discussed in this book, you will be
helping your students master the content in your discipline.
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