
© Kamla-Raj 2015 Int J Edu Sci, 11(2): 210-219 (2015)

Learning From Lecturers’ Experiences of Teaching Large
Undergraduate Classes in a South African University

Vitallis Chikoko

University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, 3605

KEYWORDS Academic Engagement. Class Size. Deep Learning. Social Engagement. Surface Learning

ABSTRACT This paper discusses experiences of lecturers in a South African university, of teaching large
undergraduate classes and lessons therefrom regarding the teaching thereof. Through individual face-to-face
interviews, the researcher generated data from a convenience sample of 28 lecturers across nine departments who
volunteered to participate. Data were analysed through thematic analysis. The study found that most lecturers
struggled with and disliked large classes. They lacked material support, had big tutorial groups and were unable to
connect with individual students. Some relied on very traditional and basic teaching approaches while others
exploited richer and more modern technologies. Two perspectives about large classes emerged: they were here to
stay and needed to be managed better; and class sizes needed to be reduced. The researcher concludes that depending
on the approaches lecturers used, most classes seemed to be experiencing only surface learning. Deep learning is
difficult but not impossible in large classes.
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INTRODUCTION

Today, institutions of higher learning world-
wide experience unprecedented increases in stu-
dent enrolments.  With the de-mystification of
higher education, institutions of higher learning
are being faced with increased enrolments glo-
bally (Anderson et al. 2007; Bowen 2013).   Snow-
ball and Sayigh (2007) argue that the common
teaching situation in university courses is in-
creasingly that of bigger and bigger student
numbers. There is therefore an urgent need to
develop teaching-learning strategies that can
promote successful student learning even in the
large classes (Bowen 2013; Deslauriers et al. 2011;
Molborn and Hoekstra 2010). Post-apartheid
South Africa is characterized by a huge demand
for education as the previously severely disad-
vantaged majority population seeks to emanci-
pate itself, and education being seen as the ma-
jor instrument towards such. In addition, given
South Africa’s greater economic strength com-
pared with its neighbouring countries, the coun-
try has become the most attractive destination
for foreign university students from the region.
These factors have resulted in huge student
enrolments in South African universities partic-

ularly at the undergraduate level. But increas-
ing enrolments is not the only imperative, achiev-
ing greater quality of education is another. The
latter goal is only possible when, among others,
there is knowledge about how the lecturer cur-
rently experiences her/his teaching. According-
ly, this paper examines and draws lessons from
the experiences of lecturers in one South Afri-
can university of teaching large classes. The
term ‘lecturer’ is used in this paper in a generic
sense including senior lecturer and professor.
In the literature section the term ‘teacher’ is also
used interchangeably with ‘lecturer’.

What is a Large Class?

Despite that large classes have generated
discussion for a while now, there has not been
reached an agreement on what constitutes a
large class (Burnett and Krause 2007; Midden-
dorf 2004; University of Maryland 2005). Botha
et al. (2004) report that some lecturers define a
large class as simply one in which students are
too many to be effectively managed and taught.
As early as 1990, Buchanan and Rogers (1990)
defined a large class as one with 80 students or
more. Although these authors admitted that this
definition was rather arbitrary, they have argued
that 80 students is the threshold beyond which
traditional teaching methods no longer work and
new ones would have to be found. However, a
large class has often included 100 students or
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even more. In some cases it could mean a class
of 50-70 students and yet in others it may in-
clude 1500 students in one cohort (Burnett and
Krause 2007). Benbow et al. (2007: 2) say “over-
crowded or large classrooms are those where
the pupil-teacher ratios (PTR) exceed 40:1”. How-
ever, it would appear that a class becomes large
when it becomes impossible to handle it in the
same way smaller classes would be handled
(Anderson et al. 2007). Visano (2003:1) had the
following to say in response to the question:
How large is large? “As a general rule, a class is
considered large when…

…getting to know your students by name
is near impossible
….eye contact with each student would
take more time than the allocated lesson
time
….connecting with students is a daunting
challenge
…..grading weekly written assignments
with care would leave you with no life”

According to Australian Universities Teach-
ing Committee (2003), it is the interaction be-
tween several factors that determines how to
judge the size of a class. This author identifies
three key factors in this regard namely how many
students there are in a group, the teaching and
learning activities taking place therein, and the
available facilities. The interaction between these
factors influences both teachers’ and students’
perceptions of whether or not the class is “large”.
For example, where one seeks to deliver a didac-
tic lecture, whether students are 25, or 100, or
600 will not change the teacher’s and student’s
activity. If one were to deliver a traditional-type
lecture, and the physical environment is a lec-
ture theatre with a capacity to seat 500 students,
if the number of students is 400, then this situa-
tion may perhaps not make up a “large class”.
This is because the teacher and student perform
the same activity regardless of the number of
students in the class. When any of these fea-
tures changes, the picture of class size is in all
likelihood to also change. For example, if a teacher
wants to engage the 400 students in small-group
interactive activities in the same lecture theatre
then this class is most likely to be perceived as
“large” because managing interactive activities
in such a situation would be difficult. The situa-
tion would change if the setting was to change
to a flat-floor room with movable chairs but man-

aging the movement of the 400 students be-
comes an important factor in determining the
quality of such teaching and learning exercise.
The argument is therefore that the crucial link is
the nature of the teaching and learning activity,
that is what the teacher does and what he/she
wants the students to do for their learning. When
this is established, then the number of students
and the available facilities become important in
perceiving whether or not a class is ‘large’. The
term ‘large’ class is therefore problematic and
contextual.

What Do We Know About Students Learning
in Large Classes?

Burnett and Krause (2007) give the follow-
ing regarding what is known about students
learning in large classes: (1) individuals learn
better if they think about what they are learning
and are actively involved in what is being learnt.
(2) For students to become autonomous, critical
thinkers and learners they need to be engaged
in deep learning. (3) The first 20 minutes of a
lecture constitutes the most crucial time for
bringing about deep learning and student en-
gagement with content. (4) There should be im-
mediate application of what is learnt, otherwise
in a few days there will be loss of retention of
what was taught, and (5) lack of student partic-
ipation in the lecture will lead to limited opportu-
nity for continuous feedback to the teacher re-
garding student understanding.

From a 2001 study Michaelowa as cited by
Mizrachi et al. (2007) concluded that an inverse
relationship existed between the size of a class
and learning therein. As class size increased,
student learning dropped. She concluded fur-
ther that 62 students per teacher was the thresh-
old beyond which learning effectively stops or
becomes so compromised that it ceases to make
significant impact on the students. According
to Wilson (2006) large classes can negatively
influence two important and interrelated factors
of teacher practice namely teaching time and the
management of the classroom. Large classes
negatively affect the teacher’s management of
time to the effect that more time may be spent on
giving instructions to students than the actual
teaching. Finn et al. (2003) developed a concep-
tual model about the influence of class size on
teachers’ morale and their enjoyment of teach-
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ing, which in turn impacts on the levels of stu-
dents’ engagement in learning. They refer to “a
sense of community” that arises within a class-
room and suggest that smaller classes have a
positive impact on teacher and student motiva-
tion.  They conceptualised two forms of student
engagement namely social and academic. Social
engagement is to do with how a student socially
interacts with other students and the teacher
and academic engagement refers to a student’s
attitude towards learning. These authors con-
clude that students in smaller classes are more
academically and socially engaged than those
in larger ones and that with strong engagement,
academic achievement increases. Mizrachi et al.
(2007: 11) have the following to say:

“While the research on learning outcomes
in large classes is equivocal, observational and
comparative data reveal that while learning
can occur in such settings, the quality and
quantity of teaching and learning tends to be
much lower in comparison to their peers in
smaller classes.”

Some Strategies and Consequences

According to Snowball and Sayigh (2007),
in South African universities, the common re-
sponse to large classes is the lecture method
with the addition of a tutorial element to the
course. In the tutorial, students are in smaller
groups taught and assessed by tutors. Tutors
are normally drawn from the best final year un-
dergraduate or postgraduate students.  These
authors report that one of the weaknesses of
this system is that many of the tutors are largely
inexperienced at assessing and giving feedback.
Thus the value of the tutorial as an avenue for
individualized learning is usually compromised.

Australian Universities Teaching Committee
(2003) found that in Australian universities, sur-
vey respondents reported that successful strat-
egies were those that involved student interac-
tion such as pair discussions, in class exercises,
reaching diverse groups of students as well as
the use of web-based course materials and oth-
er on-line resources. Use of mixed media lec-
tures including music, videos, power point and
overheads were also found to be useful.

Botha et al. (2004) conducted a study that
explored the how large classes influenced two
issues: the way students approached learning
and lecturers’ teaching and assessment ap-
proaches.  They studied three case studies in
two faculties of a South African university. They

found that both parties (students and lecturers)
were not prepared for large classes as such class-
es required that they adapt their teaching and
learning strategies resulting in inferior teaching
and learning. Of the three case studies, in two of
them the lecturers adopted two main coping strat-
egies: an examination driven approach in order
to win students’ attention and maintain disci-
pline; a highly teacher focused approach char-
acterised by an overload of information dished
to the students. The authors report that in both
cases the result was surface learning with stu-
dents adjusting thereto. In the third case the
lecturer strived to develop deep learning ap-
proaches however, the large classes caused
many problems resulting in him being disillu-
sioned and ended up following teacher focused
approaches to teaching. Botha et al. (2004: 77)
conclude as follows:

“Large classes have the following negative
effects on the lecturer and teaching which, in
turn, promotes a surface approach to learning:

· Students are not seen as individuals
in many cases the lecturer does not even know
whether a student is absent or present.

· The kind of ‘teaching’ that takes place
in some of these large classes does not justify
the effort to attend. The exam tips could just as
well be provided on WebCT or in the study
guide, or being obtained from a fellow student.”

Objectives

In this paper the researcher seeks to achieve
two objectives namely to present and discuss
experiences of lecturers in a South African uni-
versity, of teaching large undergraduate classes
and to draw lessons therefrom regarding the
teaching of such classes.

METHODOLOGY

Permission was sought and granted by the
Registrar of this university. Ethical clearance was
also granted by the relevant ethical committee.
Given that the study sought to explore the phe-
nomenon of large classes and how lecturers ex-
perienced and attempted to manage them in nat-
ural settings (Leedy and Ormrod 2010), the qual-
itative research approach was suitable. The orig-
inal plan was to reach every School and Depart-
ment that taught large classes in the university.
The process would involve writing emails to
Heads of School to seek permission then to in-
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dividual lecturers therein for specific appoint-
ments. However this proved very difficult in a
number of cases. Many emails were not respond-
ed to. This meant that plan B had to be crafted.
This plan, which fortunately worked entailed
approaching any lecturers the researcher was
able to reach and making interview appointments.
This process went on for an entire semester. The
researchers were happy that the process reared
a total of 28 lecturers from nine departments
across the university: Accounting, Biochemis-
try, Education, Geology, Mathematics, Physics,
Social Science, Sociology, and Statistics. Thus
the study finally adopted convenience or op-
portunity sampling. A convenience sample is
made up of members most easily available to the
researcher. The researcher does not and should
not claim such a sample as being representative
of a wider population (Fogelman and Comber
2007).

Individual face- to –face open-ended inter-
views were the source of data. As rightly indi-
cated by Leedy and Ormrod (2010), qualitative
research often adopts open-ended interviews,
addressing a few central issues and thereafter
going in different routes for different partici-
pants.  In this study three central issues were
foregrounded: how the lecturers managed the
large classes, how they experienced teaching
such classes, and any suggestions they had re-
garding the handling of large classes. Through
face-to-face interviews the researcher can es-
tablish rapport with participants thereby gain-
ing their cooperation (Leedy and Ormrod 2010).
Each participant was interviewed only once with
each interview lasting for about 45 minutes. Apart
from the interviews the researcher observed the
teaching of one large class lesson.

Data were analysed and interpreted through
themes that emerged from the interview tran-
scripts. The themes were then examined in rela-
tion to the three focus issues identified in the
preceding paragraph.

RESULTS

Out of the three focus areas indicated in the
methodology section above, the data generated
were grouped into nine thematic areas. These
are presented and discussed below.

Enjoying Large Classes

Although it was an isolated case, it is note-
worthy that one lecturer actually enjoyed teach-

ing large classes. This participant had the fol-
lowing to say:

“Yes it’s good; it’s interesting with large
classes. Now with power point and with the
audio visual aids, it’s no problem at all so stu-
dents can hear you right at the back, you got
these big projectors, and everything is clear.
Then I’ve got a lap top here which I can write
on the screen. So it’s very nice, all the lecturers
who are teaching first year are supposed to be
using it but some of them have not adopted that
approach.”

Attendance

In most departments class attendance was
not compulsory. Here is what some lecturer said
in this regard:

“There is no attendance register. It is their
own prerogative whether they want to come to
class or not. There is a lecture attendance for
DP (Duly Performed) and we don’t take a reg-
ister. The only way we can control their atten-
dance is with the tutorials where they split into
smaller groups.”

On the same note many lecturers reported that
it was impossible to enforce lecture attendance:

“Strictly speaking, there is no lecture at-
tendance requirement, because it is unenforce-
able. The DP attendance, hmmm they are sup-
posed to attend 80 percent of the lectures for
their DP, but realistically speaking, we only
start looking at DP attendance for those who
got lost and could not achieve the minimum
requirement of 40 percent pass.  So for those
who got over 40 percent, they get their DP even
if they did not attend all the time.”

“The lectures are not compulsory to attend,
they are voluntary, but you know the thing is I
can definitively... Part of the reason for that is
just…, I am sorry but to try to monitor 500 stu-
dents with a register, it’s not gonna happen.”

“Anyway it is really inefficient really, no-
body has the time to sit there and check who is
here and who isn’t, it is just pointless. And this
actually comes back to the fact that if students
know that lectures are important to them, you
don’t have to police them to attend.”

One lecturer reported that there was no point
enforcing lecture attendance because some stu-
dents were a nuisance in lectures. This is what
she had to say:
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“So I do six hours of consultation per week
and they are free to see me during that time. I
tell them upfront that I am going to give you a
lecture to the best of my ability, I will be here
for you for the lecture, for any additional sup-
port that you need, you can come to my office or
you can contact me by email. But if you are
only interested in messing up the class, I am not
interested in you being here.”

But in some departments students attended
lectures anyway:

“But traditionally our classes are full. I don’t
think of any student that I have picked up as
missing the lecture quite regularly. On the oth-
er hand, the lectures move quite a lot faster
because there is a lot to cover, so I don’t think
they can miss that, so they have to be there.”

Commenting on the need for an attendance
register, one lecturer said:

“I think it’s important because you need to
take track especially with large classes. In small-
er classes most of the time I know all my stu-
dents but for these large classes it’s actually
important to take track. Because there you have
students that don’t just come for lectures at all
and if you track their records, those are the
ones that will either fail the test or always un-
der- perform in the test and then they blame
who ever. So and so didn’t teach us well but
obviously you don’t have proof that they were
not in the lecture. I think it is important to keep
a record.”

Assessment

In most departments, tests and examinations
were reported as the most applied means of as-
sessment. Tests were mostly made up of multi-
ple choice questions. A response in this regard:

“The format here is tests comprising of mul-
tiple choice questions then the exam. We used
to have short answer questions as well but that
was time consuming for us because you mark
270 scripts.”

Explaining the reason for multiple choice type
of questioning, the same participant said:

“I think because of the large class, it’s eas-
ier to mark because you don’t even involve peo-
ple it is just the computer doing it. So it takes
out the time to mark 270 or so scripts and it
makes it easier to also give the marks on time.
Instead of taking two weeks, they can easily
get their marks the next day. In terms of assess-

ment, they write three tests during the year and
the exam. As I mentioned before, we are trying
to get more theory and discussion type ques-
tions which the students don’t like.”

In another department, due to large amounts
of marking required, they hired markers from
outside the university.

“No we don’t do all the marking ourselves.
We are required to mark for 600 hours’ worth of
scripts per year. Obviously that is no way near
completion of the marking at hand…. we hire
extra markers who have already passed their
part one of their board exams.”

Organisational Approaches

The tutorial approach where large classes
are broken down into smaller groups was re-
ported as one of the most popular strategies.
Many departments relied on Honours and some
final year students:

“You know a lot of our tutors tend to be
Honours and some third year students. There is
not much choice. Now these students are man-
aging quite a significant course load just on
top of their own studies.”

But some departments did not have enough
postgraduate students to address the large un-
dergraduate classes:

“We have to call third year students. We
have honours students tutoring obviously, but
we don’t have enough postgraduate students
and more particularly honours ones during
the semester because we are dealing with more
than one thousand five hundred undergradu-
ate students.”

In another case someone who was not a stu-
dent was employed as a tutor:

“A tutor is employed here on a full time ba-
sis. The students are aware of that and he has
organised particular consultation hours and
they all come to him with particular problems
that they are having, things that they don’t un-
derstand and so on.”

But some students did not attend the tutori-
als despite that they were supposed to be com-
pulsory and there was a difficulty handling such
cases:

“Some of the students do prefer not to at-
tend the tutorials for whatever reasons they may
have. If we deny them DPs (Duly Performed),
they generally will appeal and then they will
get their DPs.”
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In this regard some lecturers felt they did
not get the necessary support from the Faculty:

But that also, I am talking about the tutori-
al process, you need to have a faculty that backs
you up in terms of attendance requirements
because otherwise it ends up becoming a point-
less exercise.”

Some departments were still quite old fash-
ioned in their teaching approaches:

“Well we are still very old fashioned...
(Laughter)... We still use and I think I can speak
for my colleague too, transparencies and the
overhead projector..... I think with PowerPoint
you are a little bit restricted. So it is more the
nature of the subject we are dealing with. I
don’t think it is related to the number of stu-
dents. I think if we even had smaller classes
we would still, you know, definitively prefer to
use transparencies.”

In other departments lecturers were almost
forced by students to adopt certain approaches:

“You know it is funny because if you don’t
give class notes, they want class notes. That is
the major thing. But as far as I know at univer-
sity you play the game, if students want class
notes, you give them class notes.”

Some departments adopted specific text-
books and put these online:

“So certainly the text book is available
online, fortunately for ….and I think ….[sub-
jects named], we’ve got what we call Mastery
in ….and Mastery in ….[book titles named].
Students can go to the website and do tutorial
problems online.”

The online approach was quite popular with
a number of departments:

“All what we do is we will put up electronic
copies of everything we use out on Moodle and
for notices we tag in and if they are already
there we put the notice on the notice board.

We do put up things on Moodle; I find the
students generally seem to not like Moodle be-
cause they have to print things and they say
costs are quite high.”

In one department a class was split into two
and lecturers split the course topics among them-
selves and taught both groups accordingly:

“We have... each lecturer will have both
streams per topic so we split our lectures into
topics rather than per stream, so we both lec-
ture both streams but we split the duties be-
tween the steams.”

But one lecturer was quite unhappy with the
spilt arrangement reported above:

“Unfortunately I wouldn’t like to teach a
class like that again. I will like to teach in a set
up where no one else is teaching the same ma-
terial and students don’t get confused, you
know if students move from one class to the
other, one is one week behind, it’s really a dis-
advantage to the students.”

A Sense of Inadequacy

In some scarce skills departments the uni-
versity employs experts from the private sector
who often would have no teaching background.
Those the researcher interviewed reported that
they did not feel adequately experienced and
knowledgeable to teach.

“I still feel that I am very inexperienced es-
pecially coming from no educational back-
ground whatsoever. The university always has
a problem with…[speciality named] lecturers
because we all come here not as lecturers from
somewhere else, but as …… from industry. So
we come with no educational background at
all.”

Another lecturer in the same department ex-
pressed similar sentiments as follows:

“And also I am thinking, coming from a non-
teaching background of being an….[area of
speciality named], coming into the classroom
to teach and now you have this challenge of
dealing with large classes that you are faced
with. You feel like: ‘what am I supposed to do?”

Resource Constraints

Resource constraints were reported as one
of the major difficulties in teaching large class-
es. One lecturer had this to say:

“We only have 40 microscopes and you
have a class of 90 students. That means you
will have to start doubling those practicals. So
instead of running one practical a week, you
run two. This means in a sense that you are
doubling your contact hours and it becomes
quite difficult in doing so.”

“We get promises through the faculty that:
“next year we are going to limit this amount of
students; we are not going to have such an over-
whelming number”. But it never quite seems to
resolve itself.”

In a different department a challenge regard-
ing field trips was reported.
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“You know, it is really wrong to have such
huge numbers. Take a class of fifty out on a field
trip, it is chaos. 10 of them will be listening to
what you are saying and the rest will just be
there on their cell phones or site seeing.”

Some Reported Student Behaviours

One reported behaviour related to noise. In
this regard, one lecturer said:

“One issue with the large classes, I think
for me and I think it should also be the experi-
ence of my colleague, there is not one lecture
where I do not have to say Keep quiet!”

On the same note, one participant was of the
view that the noise was not because students
were necessarily unruly:

“There is a lot of talking. I think it is not
because they are purposefully disruptive or
they have a bad attitude but because with a
crowd that size, this is bound to happen. In
such a venue like…[a very big lecture theatre
named] I think you need to see it. Now students
in that venue when they are sitting at the back,
they think that you can’t see them.”

Some lecturers reported that their students
had adopted certain lecture approaches without
which they would not be interested. One said:
‘If you do not put anything on the screen, they
won’t listen to you’.

Another reported as follows:
“They insist on transparencies or power

point so they can capture each slide on their
cell phones. Meanwhile they will be playing
games at the back of the lecture room.”

The time of a lecture was reported as a determi-
nant for whether or not some students attended:

“It seems like the morning sessions are much
more popular. I mean the classes are bigger in
morning sessions and much smaller in after-
noon ones because everyone seems to find the
morning sessions more convenient.”

Some Lecturers’ Feelings about Large Classes

Some reported the absence of engagement
with individual students: In this regard one said:

“You stand there and you deliver a lecture
and with such large numbers I think it is par-
ticularly unreal. The issue around how to en-
gage with everyone in the class, you can’t actu-
ally engage with everybody because you will
always have a portion of the class which is not
interested in being there and which is usually
distractive, you know.”

In the same vein, another lecturer said:
“That is a bit disappointing [issue of large

classes] because there is no relationship. For
example if I know five students’ names that is
quite a lot and I don’t even know everybody’s
faces. I know the faces of the students that al-
ways sit at the front or who come and see me on
a one- on- one basis, but the students that sit at
the back and don’t come and see me, you know
if I pass by them on campus, I won’t even know
that they are my students and this is quite sad.”

Again on a similar note, another participant
reported:

“The feedback we are giving is very broad.
We can’t ever say to one student ‘look this is
what you did here, and that is what the prob-
lem was.’ We can’t do that at all and it is not a
pleasant situation.”

Some participants reported that large class-
es had given them a lot of administrative work:

“I don’t think the university is aware of the
amount of administration that I put in. There is
no single day that I am not doing it. The admin-
istration that we have to do for 1600 students
is huge. So every time we think about new initi-
atives, at the back of our minds we always have
to think: But how much extra work load is this
going to be?”

Lecturers’ Suggestions about Large Classes

One suggestion related to the need to re-
duce the sizes of tutorial groups:

“Ok, large classes are here to stay. I mean
look at our venues I am always expecting to
have large classes. I think my main wish will be
that we try to have smaller tutorial groups. If
we could have smaller groups of let’s say 20 or
30, I know 10 is unrealistic. If we could have
‘tut’ (tutorial) groups of 30 students, I think it
will be possible to build relationships. Some
students are currently intimidated to be in ‘tut’
group of over 40 students.”

Emphasising the importance of the tutorial
approach, one lecturer said: “I will definitively
say that it comes down to the support of the
tutorial system”. Still on tutorials but this time
on tutors specifically, one participant was of the
view that the system did not work quite well
because of poor remuneration of tutors. He said:
‘But also, our tutors are paid very badly. Be-
cause of that, it is very difficult to attract tutors’.
Another view regarding tutors related to the hir-
ing of non-student tutors:
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“Our tutors are also studying. And their
main focus as much as I want to believe is not
the tutorial. You feel it when the exam time comes
and they have to mind their own business. So I
would suggest definitely that the university
employs more people you know, dedicated to
tutorials.”

This same view was echoed by another par-
ticipant as follows:

“…And I know the way [name of a universi-
ty in the country cited] works. They have big
classes as well but they have a bigger staff com-
pliment, and in terms of tutors, the way we work
currently is, our tutors are Honours students. If
we manage our system well we should be able
to employ academic trainees alongside the
tutors.”

On the same matter and citing the example of
the same sister university as above, yet another
lecturer said:

“I think one of the successes of the Univer-
sity of ….. is that they hire more academic train-
ees than we do. We have one currently here, at
University of … they have 17.  So you have
them doing the tutorial and they definitively
do a better job than the tutors. So the academic
trainee is available all the time for the students,
and the tutors are also available for consulta-
tion, it’s not just the lecturer that is available
for consultation.”

The need for basic equipment to be avail-
able in all lecture venues was raised. One partic-
ipant said the following in relation to their De-
partment’s needs:

“At least if all the lecture venues should
have a periodic table, should have a laborato-
ry bench, not so sophisticated, you need suffi-
cient work space to demonstrate an experiment,
taps available with sinks.”

Regarding teaching approach, one partici-
pant suggested that Moodle was the way
forward:

“So I think we got the responsibility to work
more efficiently and I think Moodle can help
there. So that is our responsibility, it is not the
university’s. They have already paved the way
and made it available. But just if really we could
have more tutorial groups and make them
smaller.”

But some felt that the university should scale
down on student numbers. One said: “You know,
to be very honest with you, I am of the strong

opinion that we have to go for smaller classes”.
Another participant also said:

“I think we now do not have a filter any
more, which is a burden to all of us. I think we
just let students in who shouldn’t be here. I think
we are wrong you know, we set them up for a
lifestyle of disappointments and disillusionment
when they fail.”

Still on the quality of the student being en-
rolled at university, one participant called for
greater dialogue between the university and
schools:

“You know it is strange because I think be-
tween high schools and here, we are obviously
not engaging a lot. I mean the university has its
own ideas and schools have their own. We are
not meeting or having any kind of dialogue
between the two where we can say ok we need
to do this for our students, you need to do that
for those students.”

DISCUSSION

Findings show that in the majority of cases
lecturers did not and seemingly were unable to
enforce lecture attendance due to the large stu-
dent numbers. The literature suggests that large
classes pose management difficulties on the part
of the teachers. However, some lecturers report-
ed that their classes were always full. This sug-
gests that even without enforcement students
can attend large class lectures. What is not abun-
dantly evident are the circumstances under
which students decide to attend or not to attend
lectures. Two scenarios are likely, one relates to
Botha et al.’s (2004) finding where teaching be-
comes heavily examination-oriented so as to win
students’ attention. What goes on in such class-
es is typical of what can be referred to as surface
learning. The other scenario relates to deep learn-
ing where students are actively involved and
academically engaged. Thus where a lecturer
succeeds in engaging students in deep learning
it is likely that student lecture attendance will be
sustainable. Student behaviours reported in this
study suggest that there was not much deep
learning occurring in many of the large classes
concerned. One example relates to students de-
manding certain teaching approaches through
which they could simply capture the content
without processing any of it. A second example
relates to the type of assessment that occurred
in most cases namely multiple choice questions.
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Consistent with evidence in literature, find-
ings in this study show that the tutorial approach
was a popular strategy for teaching large class-
es. However, literature such as Snowball and
Sayigh (2007) suggests that tutorial groups need
to be small in size. This would allow for both
social and academic integration (Fin et al. 2003)
on the part of the student. The tutorials in the
present study were mostly large comprising of
40 or more students each. Considering what
Michaelowa as cited by Mizrachi et al. (2007)
concluded namely that there exists an inverse
relationship between the size of a class and learn-
ing outcomes, that is, as class sizes increased,
student learning decreased and compounded by
the fact that the tutors in the university studied
were largely themselves students who would at
some point in the semester focus on their own
studies, it seems that the tutorial system in this
institution did not provide a sound opportunity
for student deep learning.

Lecturers’ teaching approaches ranged from
the most basic which some of them called “old
fashioned” such as use of the overhead projec-
tor, to online systems such as Moodle. Among
the lecturers were also some who did not have
any teaching background and who felt quite in-
adequate in the way they taught. The research-
er is of the view that the amount and quality of
students’ social and academic engagement aris-
ing out of these different capacities and practic-
es of the lecturers is likely to differ markedly.
Literature suggests that the more varied, cre-
ative and student-involving teaching approach-
es are the more successful such teaching is like-
ly to be. Findings suggest that most lecturers
consulted strived to meet only the basic mini-
mum in terms of teaching approaches. This state
of affairs is likely to be a threat to opportunities
for deep learning.

Findings show that lecturers needed far
greater support than they currently experienced.
Such support would include increased supply
of equipment and other resources as well as more
tutors to achieve reduced student numbers per
tutorial group. The levels of support are likely to
have an impact on the two variables Botha et al.
(2004) studied how students approached learn-
ing and lecturers’ approaches to teaching and
assessment. While the need for such support
cannot be under-estimated, the researcher is of
the view that many lecturers in the study tended
to under-estimate the amount of support they

could generate for themselves. The deeper the
learning they can provide for, the better their
large classes can be. The more the lecturers see
themselves as assets towards the teaching of
large classes, as opposed to liabilities, the bet-
ter the situation is likely to be. Talking about
lecturers seeing assets in themselves, two per-
spectives emerged regarding the way forward
about large classes: (1) large classes are here to
stay so the focus should be on how to cope
with them better; (2) large classes are impossi-
ble so the university must down-scale on stu-
dent numbers. The researcher is of the view that
the first perspective is more representative of
the situation not only in South Africa but in most
parts of the developing world. This makes in-
vesting in how to teach and manage large class-
es better, such as forging greater links and syn-
ergies between high schools’ and universities’
work crucial (Bowen 2013; Deslauriers et al. 2011;
Molborn and Hoekstra 2010; Moravec et al. 2010).
This of course is not to under-estimate the need
for an institution to be realistic about how big
classes can possibly be.

CONCLUSION

Literature suggests that there is no one mean-
ing of a ‘large class’. However, it can be safely
argued that a class is large when it becomes
difficult to manage and effectively teach. Deep
learning, achieved through active involvement
of the students and having them to think and
apply what they are learning, enabling students
to be socially and academically engaged, is of-
ten very difficult to achieve with large classes.
Most lecturers in the study reported multiple
difficulties in teaching and managing large class-
es and seemingly could only do the minimum.
As a result, it did seem there was not much deep
learning occurring in most classes. While the
lecturers need a lot of additional support, there
seems to be great potential for them to draw
from their own assets as well. Thus a shift in
their thinking regarding possibilities around them
is necessary.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Given that large classes are most likely here
to stay particularly in the developing world and
given the apparent lack of support lecturers get
in teaching and managing them, there is need
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for research into the nature of lecturer support
required. While deep learning is not easy to
achieve in large classes, it is not impossible.
More research on how such learning can be
achieved is required.
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