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The Appropriate Use of the Lecture Method in
Higher Education
Wilson Muyinda Mande
Introduction
'The fact that the lecture method has been used for so much
and criticised for so much, nobody can doubt it role in higher
education. Thomas Carlyle charged that, "too much faith

is

commonly placed in oral lessons and lectures. To be poured into
like a bucket is not exhilarating to any soul". This criticism suggests
that the lecture method does not take into consideration the
learners' individual needs, abilities and preferences. The task of
this paper is to demonstrate that the lecture method if appropriately
used could be an effective teaching method. It is for this reason
that it has served the educative purpose for centuries. The approach
which this paper takes is to define the lecture method, and to
examine the factors that have contributed to its enduring usage.
The inappropriate use of the lectures is discussed. Then the
appropriate use of the lecture is demonstrated. Finally, a conclusion
is drawn showing that there are more advantages than disadvantages
in using the lecture method in higher education.
Explanation of the Lecture method. The term lecture is derived
from the Latin word lecture which means to read aloud. In the
past centuries, the lecture method "consisted of oral reading of a
text followed by a commentary. This method of reading from a
script is still used in the arts" (Brown & Atkins, 1988: 7). Lecturing
as a method has a history which goes as far back as the time of the
Greek lectures in the fifth century B. C. (Brown & Atkins, 1988: 7).
9" in 1980 argued that lectures were "the most common method
teaching in universities throughout the world." In 1990's lectures
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were very much in use. Brown and Atkins predicted then that lecture
were "likely to be widely used well into the twenty-first century"
(p.8). In view of its enduring usage, it is reasonable to say that
the lecture has some advantages that attract teachers in higher
education. Consequently instead of castigating or abandoning it
efforts should be directed at its improvement.
Factors contributing to the enduring usage of lectures.
There are several factors that have contributed to the enduring
usage of the lecture method in higher education. Economic
considerations is one of the factors that contributed to the enduring
usage of the lecture method (Brown & Atkins, 1988:8). This has
led universities and institutions of higher learning to continue
using the lecture method. This means that as the number of students
in higher education increase, it becomes expensive to provide all
the necessary resources like textbooks, articles, apparatus, and other
learning aids to each student. So even without resources, students
can access knowledge or information through lectures. At times
not all students may have access to materials written in different
parts of the world and in other languages. The lecturer who has
access to such sources of material makes the information available
to the students through the lecture. In that way, the lecture becomes
the most cost effective method of teaching. This point is
corroborated by Hartley and Davies

who argued in 1978 that

lecturing can also be seen as a very efficient teaching method in
that for a comparatively low cost per student, it fulfils the
institutional obligation to provide teaching (pp.171-183). Cost
effectiveness may not necessarily mean that the method is effective.
However, since the use of the expensive methods may not also be
a guarantee that they are effective, it is reasonable to use the cost
effective one. After all, it has been in use for ages and its results
are well known. Even the critics of the lecture method are themselves
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products of the very same method. Since the lecture is the most
used method in higher education, it must have contributed to their
academic development including the ability to examine educational
methods critically.
Lectures are a tradition in Universities. Given their ubiquity in
higher education, lectures are more or less a tradition as far as
teaching is concerned (Brown & Atkins, 1988:8). This implies that
the lecture is one of the methods that have been approved of by
universities and colleges. In this way the lecture is just like the
Socratic (question and answer) method which became famous in
the days of the Greek philosopher Socrates but has continued to
modern times though with improvements and variations. Having
said that, it is important to note that doing things because that is
the way they have always been done may not be the most effective
way of doing things especially teaching. However, the lecture
method is not used simply because that has been the tradition,
rather it is because its tradition is associated with the fact that
the lecture method has in the past produced the required results.
This is partly the reason why it has continued to be used in higher
education.
Lectures satisfying the theories of learning. The lecture's other
advantage is its ability to satisfy some of the aspects of the theories
of education. One traditional theory of learning is the one usually
referred to as the behaviourist or connectionist theory. This theory
is based on the notion that "a stimulus from the environment
produces a response from the learner, and with repetition, bonds
are formed to establish the link" (Nisbet, 1990:13). The behaviourist
theory has been criticised on the ground that it "neglects the search
for meaning and understanding which is the basis of learning"
(Nisbet, 1990: 13). However, when the behaviourist theory was
influential in education, the lecture method satisfied its basic
assumption of providing the stimulus which prompted the learners
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to respond. As long as learning was conceived of in terms of stimulus
and response association, the lecture had a useful role to play.
Although the behaviourist theory was influential and widely known,
in recent times it has lost its influence with the emergence of the
constructivist theory of learning. The constructivist theory is based
on "the premise that learners create their own knowledge in search
for meaning and understanding" (Nisbet, 1990: 12). The
constructivist theory further stresses that "knowledge without
understanding is limited: it is too easily forgotten; cannot readily
be retrieved when needed; becomes quickly out of date in a period
of rapid change; and can be applied only in the limited context in
which it was learned, so that it is ineffective in novel situations"
(Nisbet, 1990:12-13). The lecture method satisfies several aspects
of the above theoretical views. First, the lecture guides the learners
in understanding thereby making knowledge useful to them. The
lecture does this through explaining. In this way the lecture enables
learners to understand the meanings and implications of new
concepts and problems. Brown and Atkins (1988) who identify
explaining as one of the major lecture skills, argue that "explaining
is giving understanding to another. Understanding is the creation
of new connections between facts, between ideas, and between
facts and ideas." (p.19) Similarly, the lecture is noted to contribute
to knowledge. Gibbs (1992) states that formal lectures can achieve
the following in knowledge; remembering specific facts for instance
naming, recalling, repeating, and recognising. In comprehension
it can facilitate organising facts in such a way as to make sense
like in describing, explaining and defining. For that matter a well
planned lecture can contribute very effectively to understanding.
Another aspect that the lecture satisfies in views of the
constructivist theory is the fact that it makes available to learners
the most up to date information and facts in a period of rapid
change. It is widely observed that where knowledge is advancing
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very rapidly, the lecturer can give fresh interpretations and correct
views based on the latest research findings. Furthermore, the lecturer
can guide the learners to apply the theories and concepts to
contemporary situations. In view of the fact that the lecture satisfies
some of the aspects of the constructivist theory of learning, it can
be rightly said that, that is one of the reasons which has made the
lecture method to continue to be used in higher education.
Lectures are relevant to empirical views of learning.
The lecture method is relevant not only to conceptual theories,
but also to modern empirically based views on learning. The major
finding in the clinical study by Marton at Gothenburg University in
1976, identified the fact that there are students who use a deep
approach to learning and those who use a surface one. The deep
level was estimated to generate a deep level of understanding, and
learners are able to recall what was learned (Entwistle, 1988: 7779). On the other hand the surface approach leads to superficial
understanding and therefore no firm grasp of the subject matter is
attained. One of the reasons why some students are able to reach a
deep level of understanding is the availability of previous knowledge
on which the learner builds. This in some way confirms the
conclusions of some cognitive psychologists. For instances Ausubel
(1968) observed that the learners' pre-existing knowledge is an
important factor in determining what new information would be
assimilated and the way in which this may occur. At this point the
relevance of the lecture method becomes clear. Lectures through
explaining and information presentation, provide learners with the
basis from which they are to adopt a deeper approach when they
are doing independent studies. This is corroborated by the assertion
that "a lecture or set of lectures are particularly appropriate for
Providing a conceptual frame work as a basis for independent study"
(Mackenzie, et al., 1970: 135). Lectures as one of the ways in
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which knowledge is provided to the learners, are therefore
necessary and useful method. The recent researches as Brown
Atkins (1988: 155-157) have pointed out, have led to a recognition
of two dominant orientations to learning: the knowledge seeking
and understanding seeking. Both of these orientations can be
pursued in either active or passive manner. Simplistic opinions
about these two orientations tend to see knowledge seeking as
inferior to understanding seeking. What those who dismiss the
knowledge seeking orientation do not realise is that "knowing that
and knowing how" are equally important (p. 156). This is because
analysis is always based on knowledge. In other words, without
the theory, the practice is impossible. Since the lecturer provides
the theory which is the basis for understanding, it therefore follows
that the lecture is useful for both of these orientations. In the
light of that analysis and arguments, it is not entirely right to
condemn the lecture as a method that does not promote thought
in learners. Bligh (1971) criticised the lecture method when he
said that "most lectures are not as effective as active methods in
the promotion of thought...Compared with discussion methods the
students' role in lectures is really passive... During lectures 36.8%
of the time was spent in passive thoughts about the subject and
thoughts evidencing little comprehension" (pp. 11-13). Bligh's
condemnation is misleading about the role of lectures in education.
This is because he does not state clearly whether learners can think
before they understand. He prefers the discussion method to the
lecture method. The discussion is only good when learners have
already had occasion to understand the concepts, and have formed
their opinions over them. Otherwise asking learners to discuss
without any theoretical basis can be frustrating, time wasting and
of little value to the learners. Secondly, his capitalisation on
passivity of the learners during lectures is rather unconvincing
because even in a lecture an average student may be actively
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listening, taking notes, following the lecturer's line of argument,
forming his own opinion about the topic, and so on. One of the
functions of the lecture method is to make it possible for learners
to understand the subject matter and then think critically about it.
The study of Entwistle and Percy (1974) at Lancaster found that
the primary objective of lecturers in higher education is to enable
their students to think critically. Such considerations have
contributed to the enduring use of the lecture method in
u n i v e r s i t i e s .
Lectures facilitate metacognition. Facilitating metacognition
is another use which is associated with the lecture method.
Metacognition as a term in education psychology was advanced by
Nisbet and Shucksmith (1986: p.viii). It refers to the learners being
aware of their mental processes in learning. Its argument is that
whereas study skills are an essential part of learning metacoginitive
strategies are the executive processes of choosing, co-ordinating
and applying appropriate skills to a learning purpose (p: vii). "This
involves self-awareness, self-knowledge, and self-monitoring"
(Harris, et al: 1995: 254). This is developed through the process of
learning to learn which is a movement from the specific to more
generalised and therefore transferable, skills (Brown & Atkins,1988:
158). What all this essentially means is that learners should have
the capability of transferring learning strategies from one situation
or context to another. "A lecturer can facilitate metacognition in
three ways: as a direct teacher of skills and strategies initially; as
a model who makes explicit the mental processes going on in his or
her own mind as he or she demonstrates a skill, solves a problem,
composes creative writing or criticism and so on; lastly the lecturer
can act as a provider of opportunities for practice" (Brown & Atkins,
1988: 158). For that matter, the lecture is important in that it
enables the learners to acquire and practise skills and strategies
which can be applicable to many other learning situations.
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The inappropriate use of the lecture method. Having made an
analysis of the factors that have contributed to making the lecture
an enduring method in higher education, it is important to look at
some of its inappropriate usage. Making the lecture the only teaching
method. One of the inappropriate approaches is when the lecture
is used on its own. In this way it may not be an effective teaching
method. This criticism applies to other methods as well, for there
is no single method which can work sufficiently on its own and it
produces excellent results. So as far as the demands of learning are
concerned, the lecture method like all the others contributes only
part to the whole learning process, the success of any method
depends on the contribution of the others.
The lack of preparation on the part of the lecturers. When the
lecturers are poorly prepared or untrained in lecturing skills and
techniques, then the lecture will be the most appalling method. It
is because of the individual lecturers that complaints about poor
presentation, lack of clarity, unsystematic, inaudibility, lousy
chalkboard use, and so on, do arise (Beard, et al., 1978:41). Such
are some of the most common flaws that are cited in connection
with the lecture method. However, a careful assessment of the
above complaints definitely reveals that the problems rests more
with the lecturers than with the method. In view of this point,
Brown and Atkins (1988: 19-49) are right in insisting that lecturing
is a professional method of teaching which involves several skills
which ought to be learned before by all those who intend to use
the method Otherwise just lecturing unprofessionally can as
disastrous and as it can be ineffective.
Lectures espoused for sake of being inexpensive. Further
inappropriate use of the lecture method was pointed out by Gibbs
(1982). As cited by Ramsden (1992: 154-155), Gibbs argued that
if lectures are espoused simply because they are economical and
not because they are most relevant for the learning task, they are

likely to be used inappropriately. It should be noted that there are
other methods which are equally inexpensive. Secondly, if lectures
are valued for their ability to convey information, it should be
remembered that even other methods like discussion and reading
can effectively transmit information. The above given flaws
point to the fact that the lecture can be a very inappropriate
method

of t e a c h i n g

in

higher

education

if

used

inappropriately. However, these flaws only occur when the
lecture is not properly prepared, and if not delivered for the
purpose of achieving a specific and evaluatable aim.
The appropriate use of the lecture method
Over the years, the Lecture method has had a lot of modifications.
Currently, the lecture involves use of various techniques, styles,
and skills. Lecturing has become a sophisticated teaching method
necessitating acquisition of certain skills. "The major skills of
lecturing are explaining, presenting information, generating interest
and lecture preparation.
These skills are
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it is true to say that the lecture is no longer a method where the
lecturer j u s t read a script to an audience and t h a t was all
Appropriate use of the lecture method calls for careful attention to
the following skills:
(a) Adequate preparation For the lecture method to be effective
and appropriate, there is need for the lecturer to make adequate
preparation. In the context of University teaching this means the
course outline must in place. The necessary notes already organised.
The definitions of key terms and phrases should be prepared.
Lecturers must estimate the amount of time they are likely to spend
lecturing. If this is not done a lecturer may end up either rushing
or being caught up by time while still in middle of an important
explanation.
(b) A lecture must be combined with other methods. For better
results, a lecture should be integrated with other methods like
discussion, demonstration, question and answer, etc. Such
combination breaks the monotony and the boredom which
continuous lecturing would have brought.
(c) Sharing the lecture method. It is possible for one lecture to
be delivered by two people especially if the topic being handled
can be sub-divided. This increases the concentration of the students
as lecturers change.
(d) Use of some teaching aids. Some teaching aids like the
chalk board, maps, pictures, videos, and so on. An appropriate
lecture method may be likened to a Television newscast, whereby
the newscast reads from a script but at the same time use
gestulations, pictures, and others' voices in order to effectively
convey the message to viewer. All this is done because the primary
intention is to impart knowledge and not to read for the sake of
reading.

Involvement of the learner
A good lecture involves the learners by way of availing
opportunities to them to seek clarification, give comments, and
answer questions.
Conclusion
In this paper an analysis has been made of the factors that
have contributed to the enduring usage of the lecture method in
universities and colleges. The lecture is one of the cost effective
methods in higher education; It stands in a long tradition of teaching
especially in higher education. Contrary to Gibbs' contention that
there is no relationship between what is taught and what is learned
(1982), it has been demonstrated in this paper that the lecture
method satisfies some aspects of the modern theories of education,
including the constructivist philosophy of learning. A study by Hand
and Treagust (1994) concluded that when teachers think about the
constructivist approach to teaching/learning, their classroom focus
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lecture like other methods should always be seen in the light of
being complementary, that is, it complements and is complemented
by other methods. This is necessary to make the learning and
teaching activity productive. The lecture also prepares learners to
benefit from the lecture-like life situations outside college. Such
situations include listening to political speeches, church sermons,
TV and Radio news, and the like.
Given all the above useful possibilities, it can be rightly asserted
that the lecture is not as defective a method as Thomas Carlyle
statements seemed to imply. Proper use of it can be as effective
and productive as other methods.
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