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ABSTRACT Teaching and learning in universities should embrace latest philosophies. These philosophies have
moved away from the transmission models of instruction to transformative models. This discussion paper located
in the social constructivist approaches to learning argues that though the lecture method remains integral as a
method of teaching in the university, it  requires to be transformed through the inclusion of active learning
strategies within the lecture set up. The use of active learning strategies is discussed in the context of large class
teaching in the South African higher education context. The researchers conclude that active learning should be
imbedded in the lecture set-up and recommend the staff development of lecturers in the university through the
institutionalization of academic development programmes to assist lecturers in enhancing teaching. Lecturers
without teaching qualifications are encouraged to enroll for such courses in order to be fully equipped with skills
that enhance their practice.
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INTRODUCTION

A historical trace of the models of teaching
shows that traditionally teaching emphasized the
transmission of knowledge. The transmission
model draws a lot from the concept ‘banking in
education’ (Freire 1970). The use of the trans-
mission model is based on certain assumptions
about learners. In view of the transmission mod-
el and its assumptions, Pratt (2002:3) observes
that;

Many who teach from this perspective hold
certain assumptions and views of adults as
learners. Some tend to think of the adult learn-
er as a ‘container’ that is to be filled with some-
thing (knowledge). This knowledge exists out-
side the learner, usually within the text or in
the teacher. Teachers are to efficiently and ef-
fectively pass  along (teach) a common body of
knowledge and way of thinking similar to what
is in  the text or the teacher.

The assumption of the model of the student
as an empty vessel waiting to be filled by the
lecturer could be wrong  as students are think-

ing beings who should be actively involved in
the learning process. The transmission model,
therefore, places the teacher highly as the mas-
ter of the subject (that is, the active participant)
and the students as passive objects. This is
where the traditional university lecture system
commonly used in undergraduate teaching is
drawn from. The lecturer is taken as the expert
with all the knowledge in the discipline and has
to ‘tell’ the passive students in a lecture room.
Students will often be busy writing down notes
even if they may not understand what the lec-
turer is delivering. In some instances students
may not even be afforded the chance to answer
questions and may only do so when they break
into smaller tutorial groups. The transmission
model is a teacher-directed, well-structured and
organised delivery of information which is expe-
dient when dealing with large classes of stu-
dents (Rodriguez 2008). This model is most of-
ten used in university settings as lectures. A
class of over 100 students is easier to manage
and teach when the lecturer stands in front of
the lecture hall and dictates to students, though
this model has not proven to be the most suit-
able in teaching for understanding. Among its
weaknesses are:
 Disregarding students’ prior knowledge.
 Taking students as passive recipients of

knowledge.
 Inherent assumption that students do not

know and have to be given knowledge.
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 Non-involvement of students in the learn-
ing process.

 Over emphasis on the indispensable role of
the teacher.

 Assuming that learning is mainly dependent
on the teacher

 Assuming that teaching is accomplished by
telling

Fisher (2005) is quick to point out that the
transmission model is not totally irrelevant in
teaching and learning. It has areas where it is
really important. However, teaching conceptua-
lised and wholly based on the transmission
model is really faulty.

Current trends in teaching tend to focus on
the generative and transformative models (Can-
non and Newble 2002). In generative models of
teaching the lecturer and students work closely
together. There is communication from the lec-
turer to the students and vice versa as well as
communication between and among students.
Students work to generate own information/
knowledge and become owners of the knowl-
edge. In transformative approaches students do
not just generate information but they apply
generated knowledge in real life situations, they
experience what they learn. Communication flows
freely from lecturer- to- student, student-to-lec-
turer and student-to-student. The lecturer be-
comes a partner in the learning process. This is
in line with constructivism which argues that
humans generate knowledge and meaning from
an interaction between their experiences and their
ideas (Kim 2005). This is a shift from emphasis
on banking method where the student is a pas-
sive recipient of knowledge.

The transformative model of instruction is
also based on the multiple intelligences (Gard-
ner 1999) and constructivist epistemologies
(Kuhn 1999) and the lecturer’s role is that of
‘instructor as facilitator’ and not ‘instructor as
transmitter’ (Sockman and Sharma 2008).What
is clear, here, is that the modern lecturer’s role
has undergone a shift. The role of the lecturer
has changed in line with modern thinking in ped-
agogy. Cheng (2001) emphasises that the shift
in the new role of the lecturer is shift from ‘sage
on the stage’ to ‘guide on the side’. The facilita-
tory role of the lecturer cannot be overempha-
sized in current pedagogical trends. Sockman
and Sharma (2008) identify the following as
critical features of the transformative model of
instruction:

 Students are taught to be critical thinkers
within their discipline.

 Students should engage in critical thought
with peers

 Knowledge is relative and socially con-
structed

 Students dialogue with one another
 Students correct each other
 Students reflect on their own thoughts
 Students are involved in knowledge cre-

ation through multiple sources.
 Students to take ownership in knowledge

construction
 Apply knowledge to real life situations

The transformative model of instruction re-
ally necessitates deep learning as the student is
an active participant in the instructional process.

Theoretical Framework  Premise

This discussion paper is located in the  so-
cial constructivist theory of learning. Accord-
ing to Brader-Arajeand  Jones (2002), construc-
tivism is premised on the view that students’
understanding is enhanced by allowing them to
actively engage with content learnt and make
meaning out of it. In the social constructivist
view of knowledge, learning is constructed
through interactions with others (Nakabugo et
al. 2006). Nakabugo et al. (2006) further observe
that a social constructivist perspective focuses
on learning as sense-making rather than on the
acquisition of rote knowledge that is transmit-
ted by the teacher. Social constructivist teach-
ers help their pupils understand that they are
co-constructors of knowledge, that they can
make sense of things themselves, and that they
have the power to seek knowledge and to at-
tempt to understand the world. That is to say,
students develop a sense of their active role as
producers, not only consumers, of knowledge
(Burbules 2000). Brader-Araje and Jones (2002)
further observe that while constructivism may
take on different theoretical meanings with dif-
ferent theorists and contexts it is basically about
the nature of knowing and the active role of the
learner. The theory states that each learner is a
unique individual with unique needs and back-
grounds hence the need to understand the stu-
dent’s background in the way they construct
knowledge. On another note, Brooks and Brooks
(1993: vii) observe that;
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  …….. constructivism is not a theory about
teaching…it is a theory  about knowledge and
learning…the theory defines knowledge as tem-
porary, developmental, socially and culturally
mediated, and thus, non-objective.

Of importance in the above observation is
that knowledge is not absolute hence students
should be free to interact with knowledge and
have their own views about what they learn.
Students should use their backgrounds to inter-
pret knowledge and come up with conclusions.
Education should be culturally-responsive and
the curriculum, that is, content, pedagogy and
assessment should be linked to students’ expe-
riences and culture in terms of their background
knowledge (Lee 1992).

Willingham (2009) further observes that the
constructivist theory to learning ensures that
students are active and engaged in the learning
process. Rather than lecturers disseminating the
information to students, constructivist teach-
ing methods allow students to construct their
own knowledge and fulfill their individual learn-
ing needs and interests. Social constructivism
not only acknowledges the uniqueness and
complexity of the learner, but actually encourag-
es, utilizes and rewards it as an integral part of
the learning process (Wertsch 1997).The impor-
tance of student involvement in the learning pro-
cess which is the hallmark of the constructivist
theory cannot be overemphasized. Constructiv-
ism transforms the student from a passive recip-
ient of information to an active participant in the
learning process. Always guided by the teacher,
students construct their knowledge actively rath-
er than just mechanically ingesting knowledge
from the teacher or the textbook. According to
Gray (1997) the characteristics of a constructiv-
ist classroom are as follows:
 the learners are actively involved
  the environment is democratic
 the activities are interactive and student-

centered
 the teacher facilitates a process of learn-

ing in which students are encouraged to
be responsible and autonomous.

 A constructivist lecture room is built through
the appropriate use of active learning strategies.
The argument for the use of active learning strat-
egies to transform the traditional lecture method
is seen in the wider scope of constructivist ap-
proaches. Planning and use of active learning
strategies assist in involving students in the

learning process and will go a long way in en-
suring that students are not passive listeners.

Constructivism is a view of learning based
on the belief that knowledge is not something
that can be simply given by the teacher at the
front of the room to students in their desks. Rath-
er, knowledge is constructed by learners through
an active, mental process of development; learn-
ers are the builders and creators of meaning and
knowledge (Ndebele and Ndlovu 2013). Con-
structivism draws on the seminal developmen-
tal work of Vygotsky (1962), Piaget (1971) and
Kelly (1991). Recent contributions on construc-
tivist pedagogy continue to emphasise the so-
cial construction of knowledge and the central-
ity of the student in the teaching and learning
process (Maphosa and Kalenga 2012; Mutekwe
et al. 2013; Ndebele and Ndlovu 2013). Vygotsky
(1962) gives emphasis on the social context of
learning and the implications are that the teach-
er should create a context for learning in which
students can become engaged in interesting
activities that encourage and facilitate learning.
In this regard, Taber (2006) emphasises that learn-
ers construct their knowledge through their in-
teraction with the physical world, collaborative-
ly in social settings.

Social constructivists assert that children
actively construct their own knowledge through
their interaction with their educators or more
competent peers (Mutekwe et al. 2013). Mean-
while, Piaget (1971:27) one of the early advo-
cates of constructivism argues that students are
active knowledge producers and states that;

I think that knowledge is a matter of con-
stant, new construction, by its interaction with
reality, and that it is not pre-formed. There is a
continuous creativity.

Piaget demonstrates that children’s minds are
not empty, but actively process any material they
are exposed to by the mechanisms of accommo-
dation and assimilation (Gregory 2004). The use
of lectures where content is predetermined by
the lecturer and forced down upon students is
contrary to constructivist approaches to learn-
ing. Students should be given the opportunity
to interact with content and form their own mean-
ing out of it.

Twomey-Fosnot (1989) defines constructiv-
ism by reference to four principles: learning, in
an important way, depends on what we already
know; new ideas occur as we adapt and change
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our old ideas; learning involves inventing ideas
rather than mechanically accumulating facts;
meaningful learning occurs through rethinking
old ideas and coming to new conclusions about
new ideas which conflict with our old ideas. A
productive, constructivist classroom, then, con-
sists of learner-centered active instruction. In
such a classroom, the teacher provides students
with experiences that allow them to hypothe-
size, predict, manipulate objects, pose questions,
research, investigate, imagine, and invent. The
teacher’s role is to facilitate this process.

Constructivist teaching is based on the be-
lief that learning occurs as learners are actively
involved in a process of meaning and knowl-
edge construction rather than passively receiv-
ing information. Constructivist teaching fosters
critical thinking and creates motivated and inde-
pendent learners.

Large Class Teaching in the South African
Higher Education Context

Increase in access to higher education to
previously disadvantaged groups has resulted
in large numbers of students in most degree pro-
grammes in South African universities. This ex-
pansion of the higher education system is ob-
served by The Higher Education in Context
(2010:15) which states that:

Student numbers have nearly doubled in the
past 16 years, from 473,000 in 1993 to some
799,658 in 2008, according to provisional
Department of Education figures.

Lecturers have to deal with managing very
large classes. This impacts negatively on the
quality of instruction as lecturers often resort to
the traditional lecture method (Fourie and Alta
2000). The use of teaching approaches that in-
volve students become a real challenge to most
lecturers. Cherian and Mau (2002) question the
possibility of using student centred teaching
techniques such as inquiry-based activities in
the context of teaching a course with over 600
students. Papo (1999) notes that increased stu-
dent numbers in South African universities
which has been worsened by reduction in re-
sources has resulted in large classes and chal-
lenges in the use of the traditional lecture meth-
od of instruction. Greyling (1995) even notes
that in view of large classes, learning becomes
less interactive and the poor lecturer-student
interaction often results in student failure. Snow-

ball and Boughey (2012) acknowledge the chal-
lenge of large class teaching and call for lectur-
ers to be more proactive in their approaches in
order to effectively handle large classes and the
diversity therein. Lecturers need to develop
strategies of handling large classes (Car-
borne1998).

Active Learning

According to Geoff (2004), active learning is
explained as a planned series of actions or
events to invite the participant to process, ap-
ply, interact and share experiences as part of the
educational process. This means that in active
learning in the lecture set-up the lecturer has to
plan for activities that promote learner interac-
tion. The interaction is at two levels; student-
lecturer interaction and student-student inter-
action. Hativa et al. (2001) observe that one char-
acteristic of university is having a positive rap-
port with students. Rapport is only made possi-
ble where students are given time to interact
with the lecturer during the lecture. Active learn-
ing activities should also ensure that students
engage with content taught. Active learning ac-
tivities take varied forms as they entail that the
participant is reading, talking, writing, describ-
ing, touching, interacting, listening and reflect-
ing on the information and the materials pre-
sented. In the same vein, Prince 2004 explains
that active learning refers to models of instruc-
tion that focus the responsibility of learning, on
learners. In reinforcing the importance of active
learning, Geoff (2004) argues that research
shows that active learning is much better re-
called, enjoyed and understood and further state
that in a learning set-up what the student does
is more important than what the teacher does.
The issue of reflective practice becomes impor-
tant in teaching (Kane et al. 2004; Brookfield
1995). Similarly in the context of lectures the lec-
turer has to involve the students in an attempt
to displace the lecture method of instruction
(Maphosa and Kalenga 2012). Active learning
means developing and implementing planned
activities to engage the participant as a partner
in the activity and promotes problem solving,
critical thinking, manipulation of materials, anal-
ysis, synthesis and evaluation of the informa-
tion. Active learning focuses on the desired out-
come for the participant as a result of the learn-
ing activity.



ACTIVE LEARNING IN LARGE CLASS UNIVERSITY TEACHING 255

Positive Characteristics of Adult Learners

Effective teaching at university level requires
a thorough understanding of the nature of adult
learners. Such an understanding assists the uni-
versity teacher to prepare for work and deliver it
well in line with the needs of adult learners. The
use of active learning strategies should also be
understood against the background of how adult
learners learn. One characteristic of adult learn-
ers is that they learn best when the information
presented is contextual and relevant. Through
the use of different active learning strategies,
content is presented in context and made more
real and meaningful to the students. Question-
ing or asking students to reflect on what has
been taught allows students to engage with con-
tent and understand it better.

Adults have also accumulated life experienc-
es and come to courses with experiences and
knowledge in diverse areas (Cranton 2000). Lec-
turers should not treat such students as empty
vessels who require the lecturer to provide with
all the knowledge. There is need to tap on the
learners’ prior and background knowledge as
well as their experiences. Students’ experiences
and prior knowledge allows the lecturer to teach
from the known to the known and from the sim-
ple to the complex. Meaningful learning starts
with what students already know. Pre-learning
active learning strategies such as introductory-
think-pair share enable the lecturer to identify
what students already know and build the lec-
ture from such a point.

Adults have also established opinions, val-
ues and beliefs which have been built up over
time and arrived at following experience of fam-
ilies, relationships, work, community, politics and
other areas (Caffarella and Barnett 1994). Such
students should be given the time to talk to ex-
change ideas and their views should be respect-
ed. At some point in the lecture, the lecturer may
pose a question that allows students to express
their views freely. This allows students to con-
nect what has been learnt with their experienc-
es, opinions, values and beliefs. Such a connec-
tion makes learning more meaningful and but-
tresses understanding. If there is a disconnec-
tion between what students are learning and their
own opinions, values and beliefs then learning
becomes problematic.

      The observation that adults learn best in
a democratic, participatory and collaborative

environment underlines the need to involve such
students in the learning process by allowing them
to interact amongst themselves and with the lec-
turers (Ramsden 2003). The learning environ-
ment should not be tense as a result of strict
lecturer control. It should be free and permis-
sive as free expression empowers them to think
critically and contribute more positively to learn-
ing (Niemi 2002).

As Vella (2011) and Jovita (2003) note adults
also want to be able to apply new information
and skills immediately. This is an important char-
acteristic of adult learners which should be har-
nessed in ensuring that varied active learning
strategies that allow them to apply what is learnt
during the course of the lecture. Adults need to
be actively involved in determining how and
what they will learn, and they need active, not
passive, learning experiences. These views can-
not be dismissed and must be respected.

Another characteristic of adult learners
which should be utilized in ensuring active learn-
ing is that they are practical and problem-solv-
ers implying that their learning should be activ-
ity-based (Cranton 1992). During the lecture they
need to be engaged in tasks that allow them to
work practically and solve problems. Real learn-
ing is one that allows students to apply knowl-
edge and skills learn in the solving of actual
problems.

Benefits of Active Learning

There are numerous benefits of active learn-
ing as opposed to lecturer-centred learning in
which students are passive. Active learning pro-
vides opportunities for higher order thinking as
opposed to passive listening (Cherney 2008).
When students are provided with opportunities
to reflect on what they are learning and talk about
it they are compelled to think through issues.
Such higher order thinking is necessary to inter-
rogate issues and they cease to take things at
face value. Such thinking allows students to ex-
ercise value judgment by way of criticising and
appreciating issues depending on facts.

Active learning also reinforces listening to
others and gives opportunity for immediate feed-
back and adjustment of thought. This is possi-
ble in instances where students have to work
with others as they are provided the opportuni-
ty to express their opinions as well as listen to
the opinions of others. In the process students
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may correct their viewpoints which may be faulty.
Such an approach is different from cramming
knowledge provided by the lecturer but ensures
that students listen to the lecturer and to other
students in order to understand what they are
learning (Kember 1996).

The use of active learning activities within
the lecture context also promotes greater stu-
dent-lecturer and student-student interaction.
Effective learning entails enhanced student lec-
turer and student-student interaction. Student-
lecturer interaction enables the lecturer to es-
tablish the extent to which students are follow-
ing the lecture whilst student-student interac-
tion provides the opportunity for vital exchange
of ideas. The learning environment becomes one
full of excitement as students and the lecturer
assume participation in the learning process.
Kember and Kam-Por (2000) observe that it is
lecturers’ conceptualisation of good teaching
that determines the approaches they choose. In
this regard, lecturers need to know that teach-
ing is all about facilitation of learning hence the
need for student-centred approaches.

 Learning can only be deemed effective if
students are able to retain what they learn. Use
of active learning strategies increases student
retention. Instead of overloading students with
information from the lecturer, students may be
exposed to few issues and concepts which they
understand and actively interact with. Learning
by doing and participation enhances under-
standing. Edlich (1998) observes that the lec-
ture method of teaching’s main limitation is its
lack of interaction with students and this limita-
tion is addressed by active learning strategies
that enable students to process information and
enhance their understanding.

Effectively planned and selected active learn-
ing strategies allow students to connect the con-
tent to real life. As long as content taught is
divorced from students’ real life experiences it
will cease to be meaningful. Hence the impor-
tance of always teaching from the known to the
unknown (Biggs 1999). Biggs (1999) actually
states that meaningful learning occurs when stu-
dents build on what they know. Through activ-
ities done in the lecture students may provide
examples of issues being handled in the lecture
and content handled become more relevant.

Involvement of students in activities during
lectures helps in building their self-esteem. Their
ability to contribute meaningfully in discussions

and this enhances the positive concept of self.
Once students develop a positive self-esteem
and perceive themselves as able, it will assist
them to perform better. This is contrary to in-
stances where they are not sure of themselves.
In as much as students develop their own self
esteem through participation on activities they
also learn to work with and accept others. The
essence of working with others also culminates
in a great sense of belonging in class. This is all
important in ensuring that students participate
fully in the learning process by understanding
and appreciating their peers. In buttressing the
importance of activity in learning, Biggs (1999:74)
states that;

Being active while learning is better than
being inactive: activity is a good in itself.

The importance of making use of active
learning strategies that ensure that students
are active learners can, therefore, not be
overemphasized.

Active Learning Strategies

Think-Pair Share

According to Robertson (2006), in the think-
pair-share activity, students work in pairs up to
share ideas on a problem or question given by
the lecturer. The way students work in pairs al-
lows them to exchange ideas and this ensures
their participation in the lecture .Such an activi-
ty is also useful in ensuring that the lecture con-
tains students’ discussion and the sharing of
opinions and ideas. Use of the think-pair-share
is possible in any seating arrangement as stu-
dents do not necessarily have to move from their
seats. The think-pair-share activity kills the mo-
notony of question and answer in which the
lecturer asks questions and allows individual
students to answer. Students are given the op-
portunity to talk to one another, share ideas and
in response to the question. Students are given
a relatively short period of time to think and then
share their thoughts in pairs. After sharing ideas
in pairs, students are further asked to share their
ideas with the whole class. Another version of
the think-pair share strategy is the introducto-
ry-think-pair-share activity that can be used at
the very beginning of the lecture. Students are
asked to think and discuss in pairs about the
day’s lecture. This allows the lecturer to devel-
op the lecture from what the students already
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know. Biggs (1999) contends that teaching from
the known to the unknown fosters students’
understanding.

“Turn-To-Your-Neighbour” Approach

This is an activity almost similar to the think-
pair-share activity. In this strategy, the lecturer
allows the students to turn to the student next
to them and discuss a question. Then randomly
call on student pairs to provide the answer. Lie-
bman (1996) observes that while some students
learn better by listening, there are some students
whose learning is enhanced by active involve-
ment in learning hence the need to always in-
volve them actively in one way or another in the
learning process. One simple way of ensuring
student involvement is the constant use of “turn-
to-your-neighbor” discussions throughout the
lecture. The question and answer method is also
transformed as students talk to their partners
first before responding to the given question. In
a Sociology of Education lecture on cultural cap-
ital and student achievement in school, the lec-
turer may simply say; “Turn to your neighbour
and exchange ideas on how unfair students’
competition is in the school system in this coun-
try.” This allows students to interrogate issues
in line with the day’s lecture by giving their own
view points.

‘I Have A Question’ Activity

In this activity, at the conclusion of a lecture
the students are asked to write down at least
one open-ended question. Such a question
should avoid the ‘yes or no’ type of responses
and the questions should be drawn from the
lecture content. Such an activity allows the stu-
dents to interact with the lecturer and with each
other and assists in reinforcing learning and
encourages students to see different aspects of
an issue or concern. Such an activity enables
students to be actively engaged in the learning
process (Porter and Stanley 2007; Wingert 2007).

Clearest/Muddiest Point

Towards the end of the lecture each student
is asked to write down the clearest point or the
unclear point about the lecture. Students may
be asked to share their points and react to them.
In case of unclear points, the lecturer is able to

judge on issues that students failed to grapple
with and plan accordingly for future lectures.
Students may also be asked to explain the un-
clear points of others in an attempt to make them
clear. One student’s unclear point may have been
well understood by others. This is in line with
Murray and Macdonald’s (1997) observation
that once lecturers’ conceptualisation of teach-
ing is based on facilitation of learning, their
teaching approaches will certainly ensure facili-
tation and such activities come in handy to en-
sure students interact with the content taught
by way of reflecting on it.

Focussed Listing

The lecturer may want students to think
through an issue instead of simply providing
them with answers. Focussed listing allows stu-
dents to write down ideas of what they know on
the given topic and this forms the basis of the
lecturer’s further development of the lecture
moving from what students already know. In a
nursing lecture on nursing as a profession, the
lecturer may ask students to list on paper as
many characteristics of a good nurse as they
can. The listing is done on a properly defined
issue to ensure that students’ thinking is har-
nessed towards a particular issue. Report backs
on the list should be made so that the lecturer
identifies and highlights critical ideas related to
the day’s lecture.

Question and Answer

Questioning is premised on the Socratic ap-
proach to teaching in which the teacher asks
questions to elicit responses from students.
Such questions assist students in enlightening
them on the concepts taught. The Socratic ap-
proach entails the use of well-crafted probing
questions that allow students to realise the truth
through the way they respond to questions. The
Foundation for Critical Thinking (2011:1) states
that;

Feeding students endless content to remem-
ber (that is, declarative  sentences or “facts” to
remember) is akin to repeatedly stepping on  the
brakes in a vehicle that is, unfortunately, already
at rest. Instead, students need questions to turn
on their intellectual engines and they  must them-
selves generate questions from our questions to
get their thinking to go somewhere…
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It becomes clear that questions employed
by the lecturer should be important in engaging
students in thinking hence the lecturer should
vary these questions from lower order to higher
order ones. This will enable the lecturer to make
use of not only questions that simply require
students to reproduce information but also ques-
tions that assist in developing critical thinkers.

One Minute/Two Minute Paper

One important feature of effective teaching
approaches is reinforcing what students would
have learnt. Use of a one minute or two minute
paper allows students to summarize the key is-
sues of the lecture. Once students are aware
that their lecturer may engage them in such an
exercise they are forced to be attentive during
lectures. As students present their short papers
it also helps others to catch up on issues they
may have missed out. So towards the end of a
lecture the lecturer may simply say; “Write down
four important issues we dealt with in today’s
lecture” and then ask for a few randomly select-
ed students to report back.

Note Check

A note check exercise gives the students the
opportunity to compare notes with a partner
(Cross and Angelo 1988). Such an exercise may
take very few minutes and its purpose is to en-
sure that when students take notes they listen
carefully and accurately write them down. Any
problems with their own notes are corrected as
they compare their notes with others. The ap-
proach also helps to summarise vital informa-
tion in the lecture as well as identifying and clar-
ifying unclear points.

Brainstorming

In brainstorming, students are asked to gen-
erate thoughts about the topic. This links what
the students already know with what they will
learn. This is in line with Biggs (1999) that mean-
ingful learning takes place when students can
link new concepts to what they already know. In
a Geography lecture where the lecturer plans to
teach on factors affecting the location of an in-
dustry, students may be asked to discuss and
bring out ideas on what makes an industry via-
ble if located in a particular place. All the ideas

students raise prepare them for the new con-
cepts that they will later learn. This will enable
them to link ideas and identify new concepts
from what they already know. This works better
than the expository type of teaching where the
lecturer simply ‘pours’ out knowledge onto stu-
dents who are assumed to be blank (Freire 1970).
Utilising on what students know to further in-
troduce new concepts is an effective way of
teaching. Kujawa and Huske (1995) claim that
prior knowledge acts as a lens through which
we view and absorb new information.

Concept Mapping

Biggs (1999:82) states that concept maps are
designed to ‘present a structure and find out
how students see the structure’. This further
entails students identifying relationships be-
tween ideas and how they all relate to the stated
main idea often represented by a number of
shapes centered around a ‘Main Idea’ (Romance
and Vitale 1999). In a nursing lecture on making
a diagnosis on patients, students may be asked
to concept, that is, map all the steps that a nurse
takes until a proper diagnosis is made. Students
are practically involved in identifying and writing
down all the steps required for proper diagnosis
to be made. Such an exercise may be used to sum-
marise what students would have learnt and will
assist in enhancing their understanding.

Challenges in the Use of Active Learning
 Strategies

There are several challenges academics may
face in the use of active learning, particularly
when dealing with large classes. In using active
challenges academics fear to lose control over
the class. It is important that the lecturer is in
control so as to ensure that all what is planned
is covered. Some active learning strategies may
sway the lecturer and key issues on content may
be left uncovered. Tied to the challenge of loss
of control is the time factor. Teaching is timeta-
bled strictly and content has to be covered in
the given time. This may leave the lecturer with
no time to involve students in the lectures. How-
ever, despite these challenges it is still neces-
sary for lecturers to find time and opportunities
within the lecture to involve students as pas-
sive listening is not beneficial in the teaching
and learning process.
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Lecturers may often be scared of trying new
ways of teaching hence resorting to the tradi-
tional lecturer-centred lecture system. Such fear
could simply be fear of the unknown. Lecturers
should really be innovative and be willing to try
out new teaching strategies in an attempt to en-
hance their teaching. Lecturers’ use of tradition-
al approaches may simply be done in order to
cover course content. However there is need to
balance between content coverage and ensur-
ing that students’ understanding of the content
covered is enhanced.

Use of active learning strategies is also de-
manding in terms of planning for such activities
and providing the requisite resource materials.
It requires a lecturer with thorough grounding
in teaching methodologies in order to come up
with the necessary active learning activities,
implement and manage them well in large class
teaching. Lecturers, without teaching back-
grounds may find it difficult to ensure that ac-
tive learning strategies are incorporated in their
teaching.

Hart et al. (2000) contend that one challenge
of incorporating active learning strategies re-
sults from lecturers’ desire to dominate the teach-
ing and learning environment. Lecturers often
want to be seen by their students as very knowl-
edgeable. Such a desire will always see lectur-
ers’ domination in the lectures with students re-
duced to passive listeners or observers of the
lecturer’s teaching show. Lack of training in ped-
agogy and andragogy is often the problem. Lec-
turers should have a clear understanding of what
learning entails as well as how adult learners
learn. University of South Africa (2008:1), for
example, defines learning as ‘an active process
of construction of knowledge, attitudes and val-
ues as well as developing skills using a variety
of resources including people, printed material,
electronic media, experiential and work-integrated
learning, practical training, reflection, research,
etc.’ This shows a broad understanding of learn-
ing which lecturers should have other than sim-
ply and wrongly viewing it as transmission of
knowledge to students. Smith (2011) states un-
equivocally that teaching that results in learn-
ers merely reproducing knowledge is faulty.
Hence the importance of professional develop-
ment courses for lecturers in universities.

The pressure of students evaluations on lec-
turers hinged on students expectation is also a
challenge in the transformation of the lecture

system. Qualters (2001) contends that lecturers
who involve students in lectures are often rated
lowly in evaluation as students are used to lec-
turers who deliver the content while students
listen and take down notes. The low rating of
lecturers who involve students in active learn-
ing strategies may also be further worsened by
students’ resistance of active and active learn-
ing techniques owing to a culture of being used
to being lectured to.

Use of Technology to Enhance Active Learning

Yourstone et al. (2008) explored the use of
digital learning technologies in enhancing learn-
ing and found that the use of clickers for imme-
diate response to questioning in a lecture setup
ultimately results in improved test scores. This
shows that in dealing with large classes and
ensuring active learning, digital learning tech-
nologies can come in handy to improve teach-
ing and learning and student attainment. The
findings of this research provide evidence that
the use of immediate feedback using a technolo-
gy such as clickers can have a positive impact
on student learning as measured by test scores.
Martyn (2007) contends that clickers ensure that
students participate anonymously. Such an ap-
proach is multi-cultural and multi-lingual class-
es where students who do not have a good com-
mand of the language of instruction may not be
comfortable in participating in class. With guar-
anteed anonymity such students will be moti-
vated to participate freely. Cox (2011) contends
that digital learning technologies are very vital
in ensuring that students’ interactions with con-
tent and with the lecturer is enhanced and should
be fully utilized.

CONCLUSION

The lecture method of instruction requires
transformation from the traditional thrust where
the lecturer was the dominant and all-knowing
figure in the lecture room with students viewed
as passive listeners. The incorporation of active
learning strategies becomes imperative in the
transformation of the lecture method of instruc-
tion. Such active learning instruction should be
planned and dawn on the lecturers’ understand-
ing of how adult learners learn. Learning should
be active and cooperative in line with social con-
structivist approaches to learning. The building
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of a community of scholars in students is of
importance. Such students should not only be
able to work together but also to construct their
own meaning from content taught as active
agents in the learning process. Where possible,
appropriate use of digital learning technologies
should be embraced to enhance students’ par-
ticipation in lectures.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This presentation is hinged on ensuring ex-
cellence in teaching and learning by way of trans-
forming the lecture method of instruction. Such
transformation is only possible if lecturers are
aware of what constitutes proper learning and
have an adequate understanding of how adult
learners learn. Armed with skills and expertise in
pedagogy and andragogy, lectures will be in a
position to incorporate active learning tech-
niques in their teaching. The model below is pro-
posed to ensure that lecturers plan and imple-

Fig. 1. Proposed model for  transforming the
lecture method
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ment necessary active learning activities in the
lecture method of instruction.

Model for Transforming the Lecture Method

The researchers propose a model that could
be utilized in transforming the lecture method to
encompass active learning activities.

The proposed model of transforming the lec-
ture method as shown in Figure 1 is that promot-
ing active learning is a deliberate plan for the
use of active learning activities at different stag-
es of the lecture. A lecturer has to plan for pre-
learning activities, activities within the lecture
and post lecture and carry over activities. Such
planning makes sure that active learning activi-
ties are carefully chosen and applied at specific
times during the lecture. The activities them-
selves should be clearly spelt out as to what
students will do. The use of active learning ac-
tivities, therefore, calls for prior planning as well
as expert execution in the lecture against the
demands of time, number of students as well as
space constraints. This will ensure that the lec-
ture is not just lecturer ‘talk show’ but compris-
es of a lot of student involvement in line with
social constructivist pedagogical thinking.

The following recommendations are also
made to ensure that active learning strategies
are incorporated in lectures;

a) Professional development courses should
be integral in the universities to ensure
that lecturers are assisted with pro-
grammes designed to upgrade their teach-
ing.

b) Lecturers without teaching qualifications
should be encouraged to undergo train-
ing to acquire such qualifications.

c) Staff exchange programs across depart-
ments, faculties and universities should
be encouraged to share experiences and
expertise in teaching and learning issues.

d)  Academics should be encouraged to re-
search into teaching and learning issues
as well as the trying out of innovative ways
of teaching.

e) When planning for lectures, lecturers
should always plan for ways in which stu-
dents would participate in the lectures
other than merely listening and taking
down notes.
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