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TEACHING / Go od uni ver sit ies have update d th eir cour ses, encou ragi ng the skill s gr adu ates nee d

in the job mar ket. But more nee ds to be don e.

University lecture s: The y do n’t wor k
BY JAMES McSHERRY

London, Ont.

A
STUDENT onc e came to see me
becaus e he was wor rie d abou t his
in ability to stay awa ke dur ing lec-

ture s. Seems he usually fel l asle ep after the
first 25 or 30 min utes. My respons e may
not hav e been of immediat e help. I re as-
sure d him that I’d had the same problem
when I was a first-year medical student, but
with dilig enc e and perseve r anc e I’d got it
down to five min utes by the tim e I reache d
my thi rd year. He left the offic e with a puz-
zled expre ssi on on his face and I’m stil l not
sure that he got the message.

I don’t see that lecture s have much poi nt
nowa days . After all, our pre sent sys tem of
un ive rsity edu cation is stil l base d on the
or igi nal mediev a l model whe re the lecture
wa s the basis for ins tructio n becaus e the
le cure r ha d the only book on the sub ject in
the cou ntr y, may be the world. Lecture s
we re then the only practical way of ens uring
that the same message was availa ble to all
aspi ring dis ciples, those bei ng the days when
the photoco pie r wa s a gang of monks wit h
qu ill pens and the fax machin e wa s a hair y
ge n t who ran rou nd the cou ntr y carrying
mes sage s in a cle ft sti ck.

One of my own profe sso rs onc e defin ed a
le cture as the process by whi c h infor ma-
tion passe d fr om the not ebook of a speaker
to the not ebook of a student wit hou t en -
coun ter ing resis tanc e in the minds of eit her.
I didn’t write that dow n at the tim e, but it’s
been stuck in my min d (beco m e encoded,
faci lit ating ent ry into long-ter m memo ry and
re call, in today’s jargo n) eve r si nce, alt hou gh
I can’t rem ember who said it.

As my chil dre n are so fon d of sayi ng, "how
co m e" we think of building s full of lecture
halls eve ry tim e we think of a unive rsity,
on ce we hav e cle are d the preli min ary ima -
ge ry from our min ds – ivy-cov ere d wa l ls,
choirs singi ng Gaudeamus igi tur in the back-

gr oun d, affable you ng ruffia ns block ing the
ent r anc e to the beer sto re, and sim ilar? If
the purpose of a unive rsity is to teach and
that of a student to learn, how come we stil l
us e the met hod lea st li kely to satisfy eit her
ag enda?

Lecture s are hig hly economic for the ins ti-
tution – one lecture r, one room , on e black-
board, lots of students, lots of tuition fees.
They’r e not so good for the lecture r: diffi-
cult to maint ain actual con tact wit h in d ivi d u-
al students; the large r the cla s s, the sma l ler
the number of assig nments that can be set
and marke d, the harder it is to test the hig h-
er lev els of cog n itive achieve ment and the
mo re diffic ult it is to delegat e marking to
teaching assis tants.

LECTURE cou rses probably do ver y li t-
tle for mos t students, giv en that lecture s tra -
dition a l ly last 50 min utes and the att entio n
sp an of the ave r age person is only 20 min -
utes. Good res earch tel ls us that you ng men
are thinking of sex two -thir ds of the tim e
and young women think of it at lea st half the
time, so that giv es an uphil l task to any one
tr ying to persua de students that their hous es
don’t exi st if they’re not the re to see them .

Large cla s s es mean that profe sso rs set
fe wer assig nments, so students have fewer
opportun ities to find out how they’re doi ng
befo re the final exa m delive rs the ultimate
ve r dict. Large cla s s es als o mean exa ms that
tend to place undue empha sis on recall of fac-
tual knowledge, hig h-school stuff, ins tea d of
testing students’ abilit ies to do the hig her
cereb r al thing – deduce, apply and int egr ate
– that unive rsit ies are all about.

My poi nt? Nov eli st C.S. Forest e r on ce
li ken ed Britis h ge nerals in the First World
War and their bli nd adherenc e to outdated
mili tar y st r ategie s to a bun c h of sav age s who
thou ght that screws were like nails and cou ld
be drawn out of a pie c e of wood if only suf-
ficie n t leve r age cou ld be appli ed. They was -

ted all their effor ts on dev isi ng ev er-st ron -
ge r leve rs, not realizing that a lit tle rot ation
woul d do the trick.

The Ont ario unive rsity sys tem seems to
me to be set on a cou rse aim ed at col lisi on
with reality. Unive rsity graduates get hired
fo r thei r education a l accomplis hments, and
ge t fired for lack of int e rperson a l sk ills and
the ability to fun ction in the workplace.
Good teache rs alrea dy know how to adapt
the standard lecture for mat in a way that
capture s students’ att entio n and stimulat es
le arning. Judicious use of caref ully pre -
pare d au dio -vi sual mat e ria l helps; so does
cl ass room discus sio n and debate. Eve n the
occasio nal display of profe sso ria l ent husia sm
isn’t complet ely out of place.

Good unive rsit ies have adapt e d thei r cour-
ses to take advant age of new knowledge on
teaching and learning, and how the aca demic
missio n can be enhanc e d by using moder n
technol ogy, encou rag ing the ver y sk ills their
gr a duates wil l ne e d to find and keep jobs
post-NAFTA. But more needs to be don e.

Public poli cy on hig her education, best
des cribed as the edu cation a l equivalent of
the "Bi g Ba ng" theor y, getting the greatest
possib le number of graduates for the lea st
possib le number of dol lars, appears to be
base d on medieval principles that ser ved the
ex ige n cie s of their age and are of que s tion -
able value nowa days . If students are to be
aske d to pay more of the cos t of their uni-
ve rsity edu cation, let’s make sure they get
thei r money’s wor th befo re that unive rsity
education becomes a socia l ir relev a n ce. We
ne e d mo re un ive rsity deg ree progr ams that
offer co-operative wor k ex per ienc e and we
ne e d to giv e students the flex bility of ble n d-
ing com mun ity col lege wit h un ive rsity cou r-
ses. Sle epi ng at lecture s is another luxur y
today’s students can’t afford!

Ja m es McSherr y tea ches famil y medi cin e
at the Uni ver sity of Wes ter n On t ario and
has three childre n at univer sity.

•

Br ief ly state Prof. McShe rry’s main thesis in the article EM9337 reprint e d abov e.

• In poi nt for m, summarize the argum e n t s Prof. McShe rry uses to make his case.

• In poi nt for m, summarize his sugge s tion s fo r im prove ment.

1

Us ing one of the argum e n t s and one of the sugge s tion s fo r im prove ment that you identifie d in the previous que s tion, des -
cr ibe brief ly, in a FDEAC cycle framewo rk, how each mig ht be pro perly inv estig a ted .

2

Discus s br ief ly the sta tis tical is s ues raise d, in the con tex t of the Prof. McShe rry’s article EM9337, by the stat ement in the
thir d paragr aph of the middle colum n: Go od rese arch tel ls us that you ng men are thin k ing of sex two -thir ds of the time and
young wom en thin k of it at lea st half the time, .....
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