
Petition for Establishing/Amending Class Capacity
All sections of this proposal need to be addressed. If it does not apply, please write N/A.  
Attach the current Course Outline of Record (COR) and a representative course syllabus.

JUSTIFICATION

One criterion is required, but two or more are recommended for justification of a course cap 
modification proposal to the Curriculum & Instruction Council.

I. Method of evaluation at class time

Which methods of in-class evaluation below are a required part of this course that may
justify the proposed class size? (check all that apply)

II. Method of evaluation outside of class

Please list the number of graded assignments required for the course. (check all that apply)

III. Safety and legal codes

If your course requires a limited class size due to safety issues, legal mandates and/or industry
restrictions (e.g. apprenticeship) please explain below:

COURSE CODE

PROPOSED CLASS CAP

COURSE TITLE

UNITS

Fill in the proposed class cap for each modality. If not offered in that modality, write N/A.

LECTURE

LAB

HOURS PER WEEK 
CLASS MEETS:CREDIT

PERFORMANCES

PAPERS

GROUP WORK (MONITORED)

PROJECTS

OTHER (EXPLAIN)

OTHER (EXPLAIN)

NEW

NON-CREDIT

LABS PROJECTS

PORTFOLIOS

REVISION FACE-TO-FACE ONLINE HYBRID

APPRENTICESHIP

PRESENTATIONS

JOURNALS

MANIPULATIVE ACTIVITIES

LAB MANUALS

DEBATES

STUDENT CONFERENCES

FIELD TRIPS

FIELD WORK

(check only one)

WRITTEN EXAMS

101 Group Dynamics

3
3

130 130 130

■

N/A



IV. Equipment

If your course requires equipment for each student or student group, (e.g. computers, easels, 
Bunsen burners, etc.) for which there is limited supply, please explain below:

IV. Supporting data

Briefly explain any current, reliable data that supports your class cap proposal. Attach any  
supporting documents and/or provide a URL. Data can be local, statewide, and/or national.

V. Pedagogy

Briefly explain how your proposed class cap will support your pedagogy. For example, this  
may include the ability to effectively assess summative and formative level outcomes, determine 
the originality or authenticity of student work, maintain effective interaction with students,  
work with individual students, monitor the collaborative work of student groups, and/or properly 
address the various skill levels of students.

SUBMITTED BY DATE

N/A

Large lecture provide a unique opportunity to organize students into several 
different small group configurations in a single semester that a typical class size 
does not. See attachments. 

The pedagogy of the Department of Communication is fundamentally performative. 
For many communication courses, this limits the class capacity because evaluating 
individual performances, like speeches and debates, take up a disproportionate 
amount of class time. Group dynamics is an exception because students must 
perform as a group, thereby making a larger class capacity possible.

Jared Kubicka-Miller 3-17-2022



Petition for Establishing/Amending Class Capacity
All sections of this proposal need to be addressed. If it does not apply, please write N/A.  
Attach the current Course Outline of Record (COR) and a representative course syllabus.

JUSTIFICATION

One criterion is required, but two or more are recommended for justification of a course cap 
modification proposal to the Curriculum & Instruction Council.

I. Method of evaluation at class time

Which methods of in-class evaluation below are a required part of this course that may
justify the proposed class size? (check all that apply)

II. Method of evaluation outside of class

Please list the number of graded assignments required for the course. (check all that apply)

III. Safety and legal codes

If your course requires a limited class size due to safety issues, legal mandates and/or industry
restrictions (e.g. apprenticeship) please explain below:

COURSE CODE
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WRITTEN EXAMS

COMM190 Communication and New Media

3
3

na
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■

na



IV. Equipment

If your course requires equipment for each student or student group, (e.g. computers, easels, 
Bunsen burners, etc.) for which there is limited supply, please explain below:

IV. Supporting data

Briefly explain any current, reliable data that supports your class cap proposal. Attach any  
supporting documents and/or provide a URL. Data can be local, statewide, and/or national.

V. Pedagogy

Briefly explain how your proposed class cap will support your pedagogy. For example, this  
may include the ability to effectively assess summative and formative level outcomes, determine 
the originality or authenticity of student work, maintain effective interaction with students,  
work with individual students, monitor the collaborative work of student groups, and/or properly 
address the various skill levels of students.

SUBMITTED BY DATE

na

The study of new media differs from many of the other Communication courses 
because it is not  based on live performance or interaction. We can and should take 
advantage of opportunities to serve as many students as possible when the subject 
allows. 

A large lecture format creates opportunities for students to interact with New Media 
in dynamic ways that far exceed a typical class size. Because this course covers 
topics like online personas, social media, and digital communities, we are able to 
use New Media both as a tool for organizing the class, but also an example to 
reflect on. 

Jared Kubicka-Miller 4/27/2002
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Abstract In this article I examine the role of the contemporary university in light of the
mass increase in class sizes that has occurred on an international scale. While we may look
nostalgically back to a time when lectures numbered a few hundred students and tutorials
had as few as ten, massification at undergraduate level is an inescapable fact of academic
life today. I argue that this development is an opportunity and a challenge for lecturers and
particularly teacher-researchers, who can and have risen to this challenge to strive for
better and more creative teaching practices, without compromising the quality of content or
delivery. I outline some of the strategies that I have employed with my first year sociology
cohort, which numbers over 1,000 students, and the satisfaction and inspiration that comes
from successfully reaching out to such a large student population. In addition, I canvas the
positive impacts that derive from including students in the course development process,
including to the extent that their input contributes to pedagogical research.

Keywords Massification ! Contemporary university ! Teacher quality ! Pedagogy

Preface: a story of lamb

I want to start this paper with my first experiences at university. Being the first in my
family to attend a university, no one at home quite understood what this entailed. As a
working class child of Greek immigrants to Australia in the 1960s, the one thing that my
parents hoped that attending university would result in was financial stability—something
they could only dream of growing up in war-ravaged Greece.

The day before university started, I went to my father and asked him what I should take
with me. My father stopped what he was doing, looked up and said ‘ask your mother’. As a
self-employed tradesman, I should not have been surprised that he was uncertain, but why
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he thought my mother, who worked part-time ironing in a dry cleaner’s, would know more
I am not sure.

My mother was in the kitchen preparing the evening meal. The meal, as it so often
turned out to be, was roast lamb stuffed with garlic and coated with oregano and olive oil—
both imported directly from Greece. I asked my mum the same question about what I
should take to university, and she stopped, looked into the distance and told me:

Take your passport so everyone knows who you are… And also, I will pack you
some lamb. That way you can make friends.

The next day I went off to university with my passport, some paper and a pen, and a large
plastic container full of lamb.

I had only just managed to achieve the entry scores to enter university, but I was deter-
mined that my results would be much better than at school. I arrived to class early and made
my way to the front row, placing myself directly in front of the lecturer. I remember being
overwhelmed and intimidated by the number and array of students. Sitting in the front row and
waiting to hear the first words of what I expected to be a mathematics lecture, I was excited
and somewhat nervous. The lecturer walked in, looking larger than life, and welcomed us all
to his ‘advanced Asian cinema class’. I laughed, thinking it was a joke: I mean, I thought film
was something you watched, not studied. My dad and mum never told me about this.

It was not a joke, and I had to make a decision: get up from the front row and make my
way out of the class in front of everyone, or sit through this class to save myself the
embarrassment and miss my first ever university lecture. Too scared to move, I sat through
the class, petrified that I would be asked a question.

I survived the first day. I also survived university, and graduated 5 years later, though it
was never a comfortable experience. I scraped through first year with three passes and three
fails, and was interviewed by the Dean as to why I should not be asked to leave. Though he
was polite, he did ask me what my father did for a living—and wondered aloud if I would
not be better off pursuing a trade like dad.

I preface this paper with this story because it is important to place us in the position of
many of the students in the current cohort who are ‘first in family’ to enter university.
Many of our students have very little cultural capital when it comes to starting out in
tertiary education. They can be difficult and demanding of our time, or withdrawn and
disengaged and of concern to the bottom line.

Despite the challenges that emerge with these students, we should see this for what it is:
an honour to be part of a broader project aimed at the democratisation of knowledge, with
the opportunity to confront entrenched inequalities. The ‘massification’ of the university
sector has opened opportunities where none previously existed, and should be seen as a
social justice project.

This background provides the context of both this paper and the broader pedagogical
approach I employ. The paper focuses on two broad, interrelated questions: how do we
take advantage of the changing university environment, which includes massification, to
promote sound pedagogical practices; and, within this context, ask what is the role of
universities in the contemporary world?

Introduction: a tumultuous environment

The contemporary university environment is a challenging one. Internal and external
pressures are altering the way these institutions operate. The post-Global Financial Crisis
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hangover that has seen falling budgets, and the rise of private education and online pro-
viders, including massive online open courses, increasingly compete for the student dollar
in a market place that is also responding to the rise of a ‘client’ mentality (Coughlan 2009).

Beginning with the external challenges, the after-effects of the Global Financial Crisis
have been devastating for the university community. In the United Kingdom, for example,
there has been a 12 per cent funding reduction across the sector, resulting in many uni-
versities cutting courses and increasing fees (Harrison 2011). In Australia, the
former federal government announced AUD$2.8 billion worth of cuts to pay for other
funding priorities (Trounson 2013). This occurred in addition to earlier cuts to research
grants of more than $1 billion across the sector (Hall and Preiss 2012).

The challenges confronting universities are not unidirectional. In many ways, it is
possible to equate the ground-breaking changes facing the education landscape with the
dramatic transformation that traditional print and broadcast media confronted over the last
decade. Similarities include changing user patterns, delivery mechanisms and increased
competition.

One example is the emergence of massive online open courses (MOOCs), which has seen
many now questioning the relevance of universities (Cadwalladr 2012). While the exact size
of MOOCs is difficult to assess, the New York Times recently reported that the for-profit
online provider Coursera claims 1.7 million users in the 18 months since its inception
(Pappano 2012). The introduction of this new dimension to the online environment is already
having effects across the sector: some positive (such as forcing the sector to innovate), others
negative (including restructuring leading to job losses). Other impacts we will not be able to
assess for years to come including the changing pedagogical environment.

These developments are complicated in many countries by the flourishing of private
tertiary education providers that compete directly with universities. In Australia, there are
39 universities and more than 170 for-profit higher education providers (Shah and Nair
2011). Growth of for-profit providers, which place competitive pressures on traditional
universities, is being experienced across economically developed economies as well as the
global South (Gupta 2008).

A key internal challenge, and the focus of this paper, is the emergence of massification:
that is, large classroom teaching. Massification has meant that many educators are now in
front of classes in excess of 1,000 students. Traditionally, there has been a linear rela-
tionship drawn between the size of the classroom and the quality of the education received
(see Ehrenberg et al. 2001). The argument is straightforward: that with a larger class, the
educator has little opportunity to focus on the needs of individual students. As such, the
educator will focus on the ‘middle’ of the cohort, leaving behind those students that are
struggling, and disengaging those who we may consider advanced.

This trend of growing classroom numbers, however, is not going to change any time
soon. In Australia, student numbers, both domestic and international, have more than
doubled over the last 20 years (Norton 2013). Over the last 40 years, higher education has
moved from the periphery to the centre of Australian life. As recently as the mid-1970s,
only three out of every hundred working-age Australians had a higher education qualifi-
cation. By 2012, that ratio had grown to 25 per cent. By 2025, if current policies achieve
the stated aims, 40 per cent of young Australian adults will hold a bachelor degree or
above.

As the World Bank (2012) and United Nations (2004) are drawing links between
education, health and economic and cultural development, this trend is likely to continue
despite budgetary limitations. In other words, universities will be required to develop
strategies to do more with fewer resources.
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These internal and external pressures are dramatically changing the nature of the uni-
versity environment. Within this context I want to argue that despite the associated bud-
getary, competitive and technological challenges, the massification and opening up of
universities offers important opportunities. Fundamental to these opportunities are peda-
gogical practices that take learning well beyond the classroom and encourage the devel-
opment of citizen scholars.

Before proceeding, I pause to outline my methodological approach. My own teaching
and research activities are contextualised by the family backdrop as illustrated in the
preface, and are driven by an aspiration for justice. From this perspective I have developed
and employed a methodological approach to the role of contemporary, engaged teacher and
researcher. When designing and implementing the curriculum and teaching approaches
discussed below, I utilise a participative research methodology, directly consulting stu-
dents. This co-development approach to curriculum design (Folley 2010) means ‘teaching’
becomes inescapably dynamic and interactive.

This approach is informed by feminist insights (Mies 1991) and post-colonial theorists
(Said 1979; Nandy 1983). The researcher or teacher actively participates and agitates to
identify and confront injustices and alienation. As a teacher-researcher, I do not simply
observe and report. I actively reject the assumption that there is one objective form of
inquiry or knowledge (Stanfield 1998), and acknowledge the variety of contextualised
methods for engaging students and surrounding communities.

Does massification mean the death of the lecture?

What has followed massification is the mass lecture—as noted, today’s classes can include
over a thousand students. At the time of writing, the first year foundation subject that I
coordinate had 1,168 students enrolled. Less than a decade ago, this number would have
been astounding. It is now barely exceptional.

Given the size of the class, traditional delivery mechanisms must be questioned. In a
recent paper, Duncan Folley (2010) investigates whether the traditional lecture remains
relevant for the contemporary student cohort. Drawing on theorists such as Twigg (1999),
Folley (2010) notes that the lecture is criticised as ‘a one-way process’ that includes ‘little
or no active’ participation. As such, there are few opportunities for students to learn
collaboratively. Folley (2010, p. 98) concludes that both students and academics do see
value in lectures—but the ‘traditional didactic form of lecturing’ does not enhance the
overall teaching and learning experience.

In his work, Joseph T. DiPiro (2009, p. 137) asks: ‘Why Do We Still Lecture?’ From his
own teaching experiences, DiPiro criticises the time-honoured tradition of ‘teaching by
passive lecture’ and argues that such lectures provide low levels of knowledge retention
and cognitive function. The fundamental weakness of the lecture model, according to
DiPiro (2009, p. 137), is a ‘one-size fits all’ approach. This is static, and has little space for
innovation. One alternative is for academics to look for the transfer of factual information
‘outside of the classroom’. Echoing Foley’s conclusion, DiPiro advocates blended learning
(a combination of face-to-face and online teaching and learning) and a move away from
the rigid lecture model.

Sociologist Randall Collins (1998; 2004), however, takes the position that it is the
process of attending a lecture in and of itself that is of particular importance. Collins (1998,
p. 25) notes that following the printing revolution, ‘it should have been increasingly the
case that intellectuals carry out their activities without ever meeting each other’, but ‘no
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such trend’ has emerged. Collins argues that a community of intellect is formed by the
attraction of face-to-face meetings, and the lecture continues this tradition:

The key intellectual event is a lecture or a formal debate, a period of time when an
individual holds the floor to deliver a sustained argument on a particular topic. This
is different from the give-and-take of sociable conversations, which typically cannot
reach any complex or abstract level because the focus shifts too often (1998, p. 21).

The lecture, according to Collins, allows for the creation of an intellectual environment
that presents an amalgamation of key ideas and an overview of the topic. By physically
locating and assembling together, students and academics focus their collective attention
towards the topic area.

Drawing on Collins’ work, Stephanie Allais (2013) writes that the lecture is funda-
mental in bringing teachers and students together and that this contact is crucial to the
acquisition and development of knowledge. Criticising the move away from face-to-face
lectures towards mixed mode delivery, or blended learning, Allais feels that such trends
remove meaningful contact that can never be replaced with new technologies. Technology,
according to Allais, may make some aspects of the curriculum more exciting, though it
cannot replace the sustained and structured curriculum delivery of a face-to-face lecture.
Allais sees contact as integral to the teaching of deep critical skills, particularly for weak
and unmotivated students.

While I strongly agree with the arguments raised regarding the importance of lectures, I
diverge from Allais’ position on massification: that is, that a similar experience cannot be
achieved in very large classes. The concerns centre on the fact that in a large class,
lecturers can not gauge how individuals are performing: the interest, involvement, and
understanding of each student cannot be judged. The chances are that some will be lost and
others bored, while the lecturer aims for the middle.

It is also important to acknowledge the limitations of lectures—especially in large a
classroom environment. Bligh (2000) and Gibbs (1992) identified, for example, that the
attention span of students falls away very quickly in large lecture rooms. Furthermore,
Bligh (2000) found that without specific review material, retention of content can fall as
low as 10 percent.

While Allais builds a strong argument, ultimately her trajectory returns us to the
abovementioned equation that smaller classes equals better teaching and learning experi-
ences. She is not alone in this position. Monk and Schmidt (2010) find in their quantitative
research that large classes and high student load lead to adverse outcomes, including lower
levels of critical thinking as well as lower levels of instructor and course rating. Their
solution is reflective of Allais’ (2013): that smaller classes reverse this trend and massi-
fication should be abandoned.

While I have sympathy for this position, especially when it comes to the need to employ
more emerging academics in the university sector, I do think that this approach fails to
acknowledge the social justice element of massification and the agency of both teachers
and students. In their analysis of student feedback on teaching, Ringe and Pelkki (1998)
identify instructor attitude and subject matter as the most significant factors to effective
learning, as ranked by students themselves. In contrast, the course format was seen as much
less important, although any format that promotes practical experience and interactions
was preferred over purely theoretical content—and there exists no reason why this cannot
be achieved in a large format lecture theatre.

Discussion around the ‘quality’ of the lecture has become a focal point for many,
prompting Richard Grunderman to write in a recent investigative piece for The Atlantic:
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‘… there are good lectures and bad lectures, just as there are good lecturers and bad
lecturers’ (2013, np). This position is reflective of a number of key themes emphasised by
Hornsby et al. (2013) when they challenge the assumption that large class environments
hold no pedagogical value by outlining a number of important approaches. Discussing
what makes a ‘good lecturer’, Grunderman (2013) argues that lecturing needs to go beyond
the efficient sharing of factual information towards a reflection of our lives in new ways
(something I return to later). Turning lectures from didactic, one-way ‘sermons’ to being
student-centred has given rise to what has been described as ‘lecture 2.0’ (see Broadwater
2013). Grunderman argues that our mission should not be to supplant the lecture, but ‘so
far as we can, to perfect it’ (2013, np).

It is here that I think we can respond to the concerns raised by Allais (2013) and others:
that massification should be seen as an opportunity to ensure higher education is available
to an increasing proportion of the population who were historically denied access to
university. There need not be drastic reduction in experience or academic standards if we
deploy innovative and creative teaching (Hornsby et al. 2013)—which I explain in more
detail below. Before discussing some of the practical approaches I have adopted, however,
I would like to outline the philosophical framework within which I work.

Beyond the empty vessel

The pedagogical framework that informs my approach draws on the ideas of Brazilian
critical educator Paulo Freire (1972) and German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1927).
While the work of Freire (who dealt with illiterate Brazilian peasants in the 1940s) and
Heidegger (whose seminal work coincides with the Weimar Republic and the Third Reich)
may appear distant from contemporary challenges of the tertiary education sector, both
authors raise important issues around engagement and transformation. From here, I argue
that the role of university educators is not only to ensure a transfer of skills to achieve the
promised graduate attributes, but also promote a sense of citizenship and agency (Arva-
nitakis and Hodge 2012).

The starting point is Freire’s simultaneous focus on promoting skills development and
consciousness-raising. Freire saw these two aspects as complementary and empowering.
Importantly, his ‘engagement’ was two-way: rather than taking a ‘deficit’ approach
towards students and treating them as passive containers—or ‘empty vessels’ to be filled by
teachers, who monopolised knowledge—it was a journey the teacher also took, guided in
part by the students.

In practical terms, while I certainly focus on skills and graduate attributes, my approach
as an educator is to start with the assumption that the students in the lecture hall are not
empty vessels but are themselves full of knowledge. I might have the theoretical start on
them, but they have experiences I can learn from and I encourage them to share these with
the class. It is a learning journey we take together. In doing so the curriculum is co-
developed, as they co-direct the journey we are taking.

Freire (1972) argued for a process of raising the consciousness of students so they can
begin to see the world in a different way—returning to Grunderman’s (2013) aspiration to
‘perfect’ the lecture. Fundamental to Freire’s position is that skills alone are not enough.
He draws on Heidegger’s (1927) phenomenological concept of the ‘threshold’. While
‘threshold’ is not a large theme within Heidegger’s work, it is significant and relevant for
us as educators, because the work we are doing is not only about skills and knowledge, but
the promotion and consciousness of active and engaged citizenship.
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This matters only if we are interested in deep change—both the personal and, by
extension, the promotion of a sense of political agency. Working to enhance engagement
skills is only one step. We should also look to cultural change.

Drawing on Freire’s use of Heidegger, we begin with the concept of humans being in
the world: this sense of ‘being’ and ‘the world’ must always be thought of together and
cannot be separated (Hayes et al. 2010, p. 517; Upchurch 2013). The way we humans relate
to this being in the world varies significantly, however: we may feel at home, indifferent,
empowered, alienated. The question educators should be asking is can this be influenced by
some kind of transformation? Heidegger argues that transformation occurs when we
transcend ordinary and everyday thinking, venture into unfamiliar domain that is both
transitionary and transformational, and feel at home there.

It is here that ‘the threshold’ can inform our teaching. The threshold is the place of
passage between the radically different outside and the familiarity of being at home. The
threshold defines and sustains the uniting difference between two domains: between the
everyday experience and where the sensible and obvious are transcended. The threshold
establishes an ‘in-between region’; a meeting place of different domains of rational
thinking, while remaining rational.

The challenge for educators is to find ways to encourage students to cross the threshold and
enter into two simultaneous domains: seeing and relating to the everyday while also per-
ceiving the potential for change. This allows students to see the theoretical propositions being
put forward as relevant to their lives and as tools for promoting agency and change. This
transitionary thinking does not create a disconnection from the everyday, but ruptures the
mundane and pushes students and educators to think beyond our constrained everyday limits.

Working from this pedagogical framework, educators can achieve two simultaneous and
equally important goals. The first, as noted, is to ensure that we meet the desired graduate
attributes and skills that the students require for pursuing their professional goals. The
second goal aims to promote a sense of political agency and active citizenship. Here, the
students see their being in the world as being agents for change—confronting the issues
about which they are most passionate.

And it is here that we, as academics and scholars, can make a difference: our goal
should be to build citizen scholars. We should aim towards building a sense of citizenry
from the local and national to the international, which is more important than ever given
both the massification and the internationalisation of the curriculum. In this way, with the
correct strategies, the size of the classroom does not necessarily matter. It is these strategies
that I turn to next.

A new pedagogical approach: teaching like a pirate

I spend much time reflecting on how to get the best out of my students and work towards
the threshold moment—even when it means employing unconventional teaching methods.
The safe option for sociology educators, for example, is to put together a PowerPoint
presentation with quotes from both contemporary and classical theorists—from Karl Marx
to Michele Foucault and Jean Baudrillard. These are inspiring and insightful authors who
have a lot to offer. While I find these authors interesting, however, there is no arguing that
they can also be dense, and for many first year students, their discussions and examples can
seem remote and often irrelevant.

Further, it is hard work to keep 1,000 students engaged. Success is dependent on the
cohort, time of semester, assessment requirements of other subjects, transport
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infrastructure, even the weather. Over the last 5 years I have been teaching a first year
foundational unit called Contemporary Society, which is an introduction to broad socio-
logical and cultural studies theories. When first teaching the unit, a noticeable aspect was
that there was a combined fail/absent fail rate of almost 25 per cent. As a first year, first
semester subject, it was identified as being fundamental for student retention—and it was
failing in this goal.

The first strategy was to meet with students with the aim of co-developing the unit goals
and aims—something that I explained could only be managed within the broader Uni-
versity framework. In my discussions, three central ideas emerged: the first was the stu-
dents did not always see the relevance of the ideas presented to their lives; secondly, they
found the focus on theory followed by the odd case study as making the concepts feel too
precious to challenge; and finally, there was so much going on in first year that they were
not sure what was important to ‘remember’.

Slowly unpacking these concerns, and placed within the Freirian framework, I identified
three dimensions considered fundamental in an introductory course such this one. The first
was the need to understand concepts ahead of theories: that is, concepts around ‘class
structures’ are more important than attempts to understand ‘dialectical materialism’ or the
intricacies of Marxism. The second was the need to see the relevance of the concepts
taught and how to apply these to their many and varied experiences. Thirdly, the theo-
retical knowledge presented should not be reified, but open to challenge and contestation.

Following this, I have now implemented these three teaching principles when discussing
everything from gender and race, to technology, class and social movements, and globali-
sation. While I am the first to admit that some detail is sacrificed, what is more important is
that the concepts are grasped. In this way, I may not delve into the intricacies of Marx or
Hegel, but instead find ways to show how class and class relations are real, alive, shape both
our agency and structures in society, and will affect life chances. My argument is that there is
ample opportunity to study the detail later in their degree—and success is much more likely if
they see concepts such as ‘class’ as existing around them and relevant to their lives.

One example that highlights how I have altered the way I teach is in chaos theory and
globalisation. I begin the lecture with a number of body percussion exercises, leading
students in loudly clapping and striking their bodies in time with each other. I explain how,
much like a 4/4 beat followed by a 3/4 beat, certain processes in our globalised world are
actually in-sync, and can be relatively easy to identify.

The next stage is to perform a ‘flash mob’ with about 100 students at the front of the
lecture theatre. After briefing the students on what to do, they come to the front of the
lecture and perform an exercise that requires them to stand equally distant from two people
within the ‘mob’—with those two people having no idea they are about to be mimicked.
The effect is amazing: as one person moves, the various people that are mimicking this
individual also move, and the waves of action spread through the group as the ripple effect
multiples. It is a demonstration of how we are connected in ways that we often do not see,
how such relations are often not obvious, or are impossible to foresee.

Once this conceptual knowledge has been established, theorists like Foucault and
Baudrillard can be introduced in ways to which the student cohort can better relate. To
emphasize the way this indirect links play out, I draw on case studies that follow metals
excavated from mines in low-income nations through to their endpoint as inputs to pres-
tigious cars; and the way students’ digital fingerprint can spread across the net by looking
at ‘sexting’.

Built around these lessons are specifically produced YouTube videos, current news-
paper articles, Facebook interactions and, of course, scholarly readings. These are
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introduced during the lecture, as well as for the smaller tutorial group interactions (with a
maximum of 30 students), online activities and after class exercises to encourage high
retention levels. Fig. 1 highlights the integrated nature of these strategies.

The response from students has been overwhelming. In addition to the formal feedback
and unsolicited emails, both results and attendance have dramatically improved since these
practices have been introduced. The fail/absent fail rate has fallen below 5 per cent (as at end
2012). Furthermore, of the 1,000 plus students, 90 per cent are enrolled in the face-to-face
lectures, and each week I stand in front of full lecture theatres. While only 10 per cent of the
cohort are enrolled through the online option, over 55 per cent download the podcasts.
Equally important is the response from colleagues who teach second, third and fourth year,
and who inform me that they know when a student has been through my introductory subject
because, while they may not recall all the details, they have grasped the concepts.

Conclusion: the role of the contemporary university

In conclusion I would like to return to the second question raised at the beginning of this
paper: what is the role of the contemporary university? As emphasised, there is no doubt
that a fundamental part of what we do is developing the skills and graduate attributes
students need for employment. Our students want to be employable and able to work
within their chosen fields.

Linked with the pedagogical approach I have described, I want to outline three addi-
tional aspects of the contemporary university that are fundamental at this time of massi-
fication. The first, as discussed, is promoting citizen scholars to a wider and wider audience
that is now only possible because of massification. That is, beyond seeing students earn

Fig. 1 Intergrated teaching strategy
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degrees, we must ensure that students are engaged and empowered citizens. This is not an
easy task, as many of them are focused on that degree—but there are ways to embed this
within our teaching. The second is to look at teaching as a journey beyond the walls of the
university. We must recognise that the things we teach are discussed at home, at the
workplace, in schools and so on. We should recognise that we can influence even those
who never set foot in our lectures or tutorials.

The third is the issue of engagement: that is, engaging and working with the various
communities with which our respective universities interact. This could be local com-
munity groups, schools, non-government organisations, local councils and so on. The role
of the university should be about real engagement so we can embed ourselves in the lives
of people and have relevance in their life experiences. A detailed discussion of this
dimension of the contemporary university is beyond the scope of this paper and has been
discussed in detail elsewhere (see Arvanitakis and Hodge 2012)—but what is fundamental
here is the need to see that our research and teaching has implications well beyond the
walls of the university, academic conferences and policy debates.

And it is here that massification offers the opportunity to be a social justice project: it
has the potential to promote the emergence of citizen scholars in sections of the population
that have for far too long been ignored. This, however, is not a straightforward task
particularly in a time of budget cuts, and requires both innovation and creativity. To
achieve this, we must draw on the resources of our students as well as sharing our own.
Specifically, for the purposes of this paper, I have had help from a student who called me
an ‘academic pirate’. His explanation was that at a university established to serve the lower
socio-economic population of greater western Sydney, rather than the wealthier students of
a sandstone institution, I had adapted my language and approach to work for our particular
student demographic. He said he considered me a pirate because ‘pirates are resourceful…
they learnt to use their environment.’

The critics of my approach remain unconvinced. But as long as the students that I have
been privileged enough to teach continue to succeed in their various endeavours, then such
criticisms can be kept in perspective. At our best, we can work with students to create a
threshold moment and encourage them to see the world differently.
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IMPLEMENTING SMALL-GROUP 
ACTIVITIES IN LARGE LECTURE 

CLASSES
Ani Yazedjian and Brittany Boyle Kolkhorst

lthough many instructors now 
recognize the potential of insti-

tuting active-learning strategies in small 
classes, they often dismiss using these 
same strategies in large lecture classes. 
Yet, given that it is much easier for stu-
dents in large lecture classes to maintain 
their anonymity and be more passive than 
in smaller classes, active-learning strat-
egies can prove even more crucial in 

large lecture classes. This article exam-
ines student perceptions regarding the 
effectiveness of small-group activities 
as a strategy to promote active learning 
in a large lecture class. Specifically, we 
highlight an activity that was conducted 
in a human development and family stud-
ies course, examine students’ feedback 
regarding its effectiveness, and, based on 
students’ responses, suggest strategies for 
instructors to implement similar activities 
in their classrooms.

Literature Review 
A growing number of universities 

have remedied rising college enrollment 

rates by offering more large, lecture- 
directed courses. Although these class-
es can accommodate a large amount of 
learners, they may ultimately deprive stu-
dents of valuable learning experiences 
and interactions. In an effort to provide 
students with opportunities for optimal 
learning and growth throughout all uni-
versity classrooms, an examination of 
large lecture class dynamics and proce-
dures and methods for enhancing stu-
dent experiences within these classes is  
necessary.

Anonymity

One of the most critical problems 
instructors of large lecture classes face 
is that students are often anonymous to 
both the instructor and to one another  
(McKeachie 1999). The lack of rapport 
that students feel with the instructor and 
with other students can prevent students’ 
motivation to engage in the learning pro-
cess. Students who believe they are anony-
mous often feel less personally responsible 
for learning, are less motivated to learn, 
and are less likely to attend class (Cooper 
and Robinson 2000). Furthermore, this 
lack of personal responsibility can be det-
rimental to promoting critical thinking and 
student learning in the classroom context. 
As a result, the anonymity associated with 
large lecture classes often allows students 
to disengage themselves from valuable 
resources such as the instructor and class-
mates (Cooper and Robinson). This dis-
engagement may contribute to students’ 

A

Abstract. This study examines student perceptions 
regarding the effectiveness of small-group work in 
a large lecture class. The article considers and illus-
trates from students’ perspectives the ways in which 
small-group activities could enhance comprehension 
of course material, reduce anonymity associated with 
large lecture classes, and promote student account-
ability. In addition, strategies for incorporating these 
types of activities into the structure of a large lecture 
class are provided. 

Keywords: active learning, large lecture classes, small-group activities, 
teaching strategies

Ani Yazedjian is an assistant professor at Texas State 
University–San Marcos, Department of Family and 
Consumer Sciences. Brittany Boyle Kolkhorst is a 
graduate student in the Family and Child Studies 
Department at Texas State University–San Marcos.
Copyright © 2007 Heldref Publications



Vol. 55/No. 4 165

lack of clarity about course concepts and 
information, thereby prompting them to 
lose interest in the course topics or perform 
poorly on exams. 

In addition, a lack of student interac-
tion with the course instructor and other 
students often reinforces the anonym-
ity of large lecture classes (Michaelsen 
2002). This lack of student interaction is 
most often associated with large class-
es where lecture is the primary mode 
of instruction. Instructors who use one 
teaching method, such as lectures, not 
only facilitate anonymity, but also may 
not accommodate the range of students’ 
learning styles (Mbuva 2003). Such an 
instructional approach does not always 
account for the diverse ability levels, 
cultural backgrounds, and learning styles 
found in institutions of higher education. 
Consequently, it is imperative for instruc-
tors to take well-planned measures to 
combat students’ lack of commitment to 
learning by decreasing student anonym-
ity in class. 

One strategy for increasing student 
engagement and enhancing students’ learn-
ing experiences is active learning. Based 
on their interviews with faculty across the 
United States, MacGregor et al. (2000) 
concluded that instructors who used active-
learning activities in their class curricula 
did so because they believed that having 
students actively examine course concepts 
would result in long-term learning, con-
tribute to meaningful student engagement, 
and promote the formation of a student 
community. 

Research has supported the impact of 
active learning by showing that the degree 
of retention and retrieval of knowledge 
are facilitated by active-learning exercis-
es, such as discussion, practice, and/or 
application (Davis 1993). Furthermore, 
research has confirmed active-learning 
exercises allow students to get to know 
their peers and learn from one another 
(Davis). Regardless of classroom size, 
active-learning strategies transform the 
student from a passive recipient to an 
active participant in the transmission of 
information. Furthermore, the incorpora-
tion of active learning in the classroom 
creates a more equitable power dynamic 
whereby the student gains more power 
over the transmission of information and 
becomes more likely to take personal 

responsibility in the learning process 
(Peters and Armstrong 1998).

Cognitive Benefits of Active Learning 

As a result of the implementation 
of active-learning strategies, students 
become motivated to take part in the 
learning process, thereby becoming more 
engaged in classroom activities and con-
tent (McClanahan and McClanahan 2002; 
Michaelsen 2002; Wright 1996). This 
increased engagement is related to greater 
retention, greater understanding, and the 
development of thinking and application 
skills for students (Christopher 2003). For 
example, in a meta-analysis of thirty-nine 
studies focusing on small-group learning 
in undergraduate environments, Spring-
er, Stanne, and Donovan (1997) found 
that small-group learning was effective in 
advancing not only student motivation but 
also academic achievement. 

In addition, through the exploration 
of two national data sets, Umbach and 
Wawrzynski (2005) found that students 
on campuses where faculty used active 
learning techniques had increased levels 
of engagement, social development, gen-
eral knowledge, and practical proficien-
cies more than students learning in envi-
ronments that did not incorporate such 
exercises. Moreover, through national 
interviews with forty-eight instructors, 
Cooper, MacGregor et al. (2000) found 
that individuals who used small-group 
work reported increases in one or more 
student-learning indicators, including 
critical-thinking abilities, conceptual 
understanding, attendance, and student 
confidence. 

Recent research suggests that through 
increased motivation and engagement, 
students become better able to use their 
higher order cognitive abilities and sub-
sequently realize higher levels of achieve-
ment (Burrowes 2003; Railsback 2002). 
When compared with students who par-
ticipated in traditional instructional meth-
ods, students who participated in active 
learning activities appeared to have great-
er abilities to connect abstract concepts 
to real world and practical applications 
(Ebert-May and Brewer 1997; Springer 
1997). Furthermore, in a comparison of 
traditional lecture sessions and lab and 
discussion sessions that used active learn-
ing techniques, Christianson and Fisher 

(1999) found that students gained a deeper 
understanding of course content in the lab/
discussion sessions than lecture sessions. 
In addition, these abilities were further 
enhanced when students believed their 
institutions emphasized practical applica-
tion of information and promoted the use 
of course material in situations beyond the 
classroom (Hu and Kuh 2002). 

Strategies for Implementing Active 
Learning

Although active-learning strategies are 
effective in enhancing student learning, 
it is important for instructors who incor-
porate such activities in their classes to 
structure them in such a way that they 
support, rather than distract from, course 
content. McKeachie (1999) argues that 
one of the most useful strategies to pro-
mote active learning is asking questions. 
Yet, too often, instructors of large lecture 
classes can begin to rely on this method 
alone rather than incorporating alterna-
tive methods through which to encourage 
active learning. 

Other useful strategies, including large-
group discussions, brainstorming, debates, 
and subgrouping techniques such as write-
pair-share activities, have been shown to 
be effective learning tools. These strate-
gies enhance students’ learning by not only 
providing the opportunity to move from 
passive to active learner, but also by provid-
ing them with social interactions within the 
classroom (McKeachie 1999). Consequent-
ly, providing students with opportunities to 
interact with one another, even in large lec-
ture classes, is beneficial in the processing 
of course content (Davis 1993).

 Although instructors should include 
activities that promote understanding and 
skills relevant to course content, they 
should not assume that students under-
stand the value and purpose of those 
activities. Based on students’ responses 
regarding the use of interactive activities 
in two biology lecture classes, McClana-
han and McClanahan (2002) found that 
if the goals and objectives for an activity 
were not clearly stated to students, they 
were more likely to consider the activity a 
waste of time. Thus, when asking students 
to process new information, instructors 
should communicate what students are 
expected to learn from the activity, in 
addition to providing a framework within 
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which to fit new ideas (Davis 1993). Mac-
Gregor et al. (2000) argue that students 
may need a context and foundation on 
which to base their active-learning partici-
pation and experience—especially when 
active learning activities are initially intro-
duced to them. Thoroughly explaining the 
activity structure, objectives, and related 
course material may aid in ensuring that 
students remain on task and are personally 
accountable for participation. 

Possible strategies preceding the 
active-learning activities for developing 
such a foundation may include lecture, 
required reading, and instructor model-
ing. In addition, instructors may pro-
vide appropriate directives before the 
active learning begins to assist students 
in the overall process. Examples include 
informing students of how to form their 
groups, providing discussion topics, des-
ignating a length of time, and affirming 
learning goals (Burrowes 2003; Coo-
per, MacGregor et al. 2000; Ebert-May 
and Brewer 1997). These directives will 
set a suitable framework for students to 
begin working together and help guide 
them toward the most meaningful active-
learning experiences. It is important 
for instructors who incorporate active-
learning strategies into the classroom to 
understand that students’ previous knowl-
edge can shape the way they process and 
absorb new information. Thus, providing 
a guiding framework and making mate-
rial meaningful for students by using 
examples that are relevant to their lives 
can facilitate greater comprehension of 
course material (Davis 1993).

Barriers to Implementing Active 
Learning in the Classroom

Although active-learning strategies 
may be new to students, they may also 
be new to instructors. The novelty of 
such strategies may in itself be a barrier, 
as implementing active-learning strate-
gies may, at first, involve more work, 
preparation, and new methods, which 
may create a degree of discomfort for the 
instructor. Further, the sheer size of the 
class enrollment or physical classroom 
layout may lead instructors to refrain 
from using group work for fear of a 
loss of classroom control (Cooper, Mac-
Gregor et al. 2000). Instructors often see 
the physical process of moving around to 

facilitate group work as too unorganized 
or time consuming. In addition to con-
straints in the classroom, instructors need 
to account during their lesson planning 
for the time it takes to organize students 
into groups to alleviate this barrier. Pre-
sumably, once students grow accustomed 
to getting into groups, they will be able 
to do so in a more organized and time- 
efficient manner, yet this process may 
at first be quite unwieldy. Implementing 
strategies to adapt to the physical sur-
roundings, such as providing permanent 
group spaces and initiating procedural 
methods such as organizing group mate-
rials before class sessions, may support 
this transition into group-work activities 
(Michaelsen 2002). 

In addition to physical space and time 
constraints, students with limited experi-
ence participating in group or class dis-
cussions might have trouble contributing 
to group work at first (Peters and Arm-
strong 1998). Educators must not pass 
judgment on the effectiveness of group 
activities during their initial sessions. In 
time, experience with group work will 
allow students to participate in more 
student-directed, rather than instructor-
directed, group discussions and activities 
(Peters and Armstrong). Given the barri-
ers instructors associate with implement-
ing active learning in large lecture classes, 
it is important to examine from students’ 
perspectives the usefulness of small group 
activities for promoting student course 
engagement and motivation. 

Method
This study was based on a small-group 

activity that was assigned in a lecture for a 
survey course in human development and 
family studies titled Comparative Family 
Organization. This course enrolled one hun-
dred students and met for two hours once a 
week. The lecture was supplemented with a 
one-hour discussion section the following 
day. The topic for the particular lecture was 
“The Effects of Industrialization,” and the 
content addressed the move from rural to 
urban to suburban living. Before the class 
content was covered, students were asked 
to answer the following questions in their 
notes: What are the differences among rural, 
urban, and suburban communities? What are 
the pros and cons of living in each? Course 

content was then addressed in lecture format 
with questions interspersed. 

The small-group activity took place 
toward the end of the lecture period. Stu-
dents were asked to move to three differ-
ent sections of the room based on the type 
of communities in which they grew up. 
Students were instructed that once they 
were in their respective parts of the room, 
they were to break into groups of four or 
five and discuss the following series of 
questions: Where were you raised? How 
does the community you live in influence 
the way your family interacts? How does 
it influence the way your family interacts 
with the community at large? What kind 
of community would you like to live in 
after you graduate and why? 

After approximately fifteen minutes, 
students returned to their seats and the 
instructor asked students from the vari-
ous community types to share their expe-
riences. As the students were comment-
ing, the instructor related their responses 
to the course content and to other stu-
dents’ statements. As the discussion 
ensued and more students commented, 
they also began to make connections and 
discuss the similarities and differences 
between their responses and those of 
other students. After the course content 
was covered and the activity was com-
pleted, students were once again asked 
to revisit the original questions regarding 
different community types and asked to 
answer the questions again given their 
new understandings. Students were also 
asked: How has this activity changed 
your thinking about this topic? Students’ 
responses were collected at the conclu-
sion of the lecture. 

During discussion sections the follow-
ing day, teaching assistants administered 
the activity assessment sheet consisting 
of five forced-choice responses assessing 
students’ perceptions of the activity and 
two open-ended questions regarding the 
positive aspects of the activity and sugges-
tions for improvement. Overall, ninety-four 
(ninety-four percent response rate) assess-
ments were collected from students. 

Results

In-Class Writing

Following the debriefing session, stu-
dents were asked to write briefly how 
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their thinking changed regarding the pros 
and cons of living in each community 
type as a result of the small-group activity. 
Many students stated that their thinking 
about the pros and cons did not change as 
a result of the activity. Yet, many individu-
als, even those who stated that their think-
ing did not change, stated that the activity 
made them more aware of the incredible 
variation that existed in people’s life expe-
riences. Many students stated that they 
were now able to point out similarities 
across community types and differences 
within community types. Other students 
wrote that the activity made them real-
ize that there was no singular experi-
ence based on community type, and that 
the ensuing discussion allowed them to 
reconsider some stereotypes of what life 
in a particular community may be like. 
Thus, students’ responses revealed that 
although most did not change their think-
ing about the pros and cons of differ-
ent community types, they became more 
aware of the variation that existed within 
community types and the similarities that 
existed across communities. 

Forced-Choice Questions

The results of the five Likert items 
revealed that, for the most part, students felt 
neutral about the learning experience (table 
1). Students’ mean score for the statement, 
“This activity helped me learn more than 
I would have by myself,” was 2.89 (out of 
a possible five points). For the statement, 
“This activity kept me interested in the 
course content,” the mean student response 
was 3.46. For the statement, “I like work-

ing in groups during a large lecture class,” 
the mean student response was 2.59. For 
the question, “How useful was this activity 
compared to a standard lecture?” the mean 
student response was 2.96. Finally, for the 
statement, “I enjoyed this activity,” the mean 
student response was 3.19. These findings 
show that students were neither overly 
excited nor overly in disagreement about 
the effectiveness of the activity. Yet, the 
highest positive response from students (M 
= 3.46) was regarding the question assessing 
engagement in course content. Therefore, it 
appears that the activity was most effective 
in keeping students interested in the particu-
lar lecture topic. Thus, students’ responses 
revealed that overall, the activity did not 
harm their learning experience, increased 
their engagement in course content, and was 
considered enjoyable. 

Positive Aspects of the Activity

Given the somewhat neutral responses 
on the forced-choice questions, it was sur-
prising that many students identified sev-
eral positive aspects of the activity. Inter-
estingly, students’ narratives were easily 
classified into three broad themes. The 
first theme, and the one most commonly 
expressed by students (n = 44), was the 
opportunity to hear about the experiences 
of other students who had grown up in dif-
ferent types of communities. One student 
wrote, “The positive aspect of the activity 
was to hear the other students’ experi-
ences of growing up in different types of 
settings/environments. It was interesting 
to hear the differences and similarities 
between the different types of communi-

ties.” Because group discussion centered 
on experiences based on community type, 
students were able to hear both similari-
ties and differences of others’ experienc-
es. Some of these students stated that this 
opportunity allowed them to learn about 
the ways other people live and relate it 
to course material, although these types 
of comments were relatively infrequent. 
Mostly students commented on how they 
enjoyed hearing about the variety of expe-
riences once the class regrouped. 

Second, students (n = 34) expressed 
enjoyment about the ability to meet with 
other classmates from similar communi-
ties and discuss both their shared experi-
ences and differences within a specific 
community type. For example, one stu-
dent wrote, “I enjoyed meeting other peo-
ple who came from the same background 
as I do. It was fun to talk about what it 
was like living in this area.”  These state-
ments involve a more social aspect and 
contributed to a decrease in anonymity 
with others in the class. 

Finally, students (n = 22) stated that the 
activity broke up the lecture and provided 
them with a chance to move around the 
classroom. They stated that the activity 
allowed them to take a break from taking 
notes and made the time pass more quick-
ly. This student’s statement illustrates that 
sentiment: “It was a good ‘intermission’ 
and allowed us to stand up, walk around 
a bit so that we could better focus on the 
continuation of the lecture. Also, it helped 
us meet and get to know some of the other 
people in our class.” Overall, students’ 
responses indicated that they appreciated 
the opportunity to interact with others in 
the class and hear about their experiences. 
Their comments revealed that students 
recognized the usefulness of the activity 
in decreasing the anonymity that is often 
experienced in a large class.

Suggestions for Improvement

In addition to the positive aspects of the 
activity, students were asked to comment 
on suggestions they felt would improve 
the activity. In this instance, students’ 
responses were more varied. First, stu-
dents (n = 21) stated that the activity 
would be better suited to discussion sec-
tions rather than a large lecture class. For 
example, one student wrote, “Don’t do it 
in lecture because it’s too disorganized. 

TABLE 1. Response Scores to Forced Choice Items

 Question/Statment Number of Responses Mean

 5* 4 3 2 1

This activity helped me learn more  6 18 39 22 9 2.89
  than I would have by myself.
The activity kept me interested in  11 42 24 13 4 3.46
  the course content.
I like working in groups during a  6 16 26 24 21 2.59
  large lecture class.
How useful was this activity  7 22 35 20 10 2.96
  compared to a standard lecture.
I enjoyed this activity. 6 30 39 14 5 3.19

Note. *Responses ranged from 5 (strongly agree or very useful) to 1 (strongly disagree or not useful).
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This would be a better activity had it been 
done in discussion.” Four of these students 
stated that they did not feel that students 
knew each other well enough to open up 
and talk about their personal lives and that 
they would feel more comfortable hav-
ing such conversations in their discussion 
sections. “My group didn’t really seem 
that eager to share because they didn’t 
know each other—people in discussion 
section do.” The rest of the students did 
not provide further justification for their 
sentiments. 

Another group of students (n = 17) stat-
ed that they found the physical setup of the 
room to be too constraining for the activ-
ity. They stated that there were too many 
people and not enough space to maneuver, 
that it was difficult to separate into groups, 
and that it was difficult to hear their group 
mates: “It was too hard and awkward to 
move around and try to discuss the topic. 
The lecture hall isn’t really set up well for 
that kind of setting.”

Six other students provided a sugges-
tion closely related to the previous one, 
stating that if the activity were to be repli-
cated, the instructor should ask students to 
break up into groups with other students 
who were seated near them. Their com-
ments indicated that this would minimize 
movement yet also permit the exchange 
of ideas between students. “The lecture is 
kind of big. It was hard getting into groups 
because we can’t turn chairs around to 
face each other. I think if we just talked 
to our immediate neighbors it might have 
been a little better.” Yet another sugges-
tion (n = 8) was to conduct the activity as 
a large-group discussion without having 
individuals break into smaller groups. “I 
liked the discussion at the end. I think just 
talking as a large group would do just as 
well as getting in small groups and then 
going back to the large group.” Although 
such a strategy would not have permitted 
discussion with peers, these students felt 
that they benefited enough from the ensu-
ing group discussion. 

Twelve students enjoyed the activ-
ity but suggested that the next time the 
instructor should split students into mixed 
groups so that they could hear within their 
small groups, rather than solely during the 
large-group discussion, the experiences 
of individuals growing up in communi-
ties different from their own. “I think the 

groups would have been more effective if 
they were mixed, not divided into experi-
ences that were kind of similar because 
people tend to group with those people on 
a regular basis.” 

Another eight students stated that they 
would have preferred more structure to 
the activity by having more explana-
tion ahead of time and more guiding 
questions. “Perhaps give more specif-
ics as to what we should talk about. In 
my group, no one got specific but then 
hearing other people in class I under-
stood more what was being looked for.” 
Overall, students’ suggestions indicated 
that their discomfort about the activ-
ity revolved around negotiating social 
interaction with others who for the most 
part were strangers, and around dealing 
with the physical constraints of a class-
room with a hundred students and fairly 
limited space. 

Strategies for Implementation
Given students’ assessment of the activ-

ity, this next section highlights strategies 
that instructors can use in planning and 
implementing small-group activities in 
large lecture classes. Overall, students’ 
feedback indicated that they appreciated 
the opportunities to interact with other 
students and hear their perspectives. These 
findings support previous thought that 
such active-learning activities decrease 
anonymity and can motivate students to 
become more engaged in course content 
(Cooper and Robinson 2000; McClanahan 
and McClanahan 2002; Michaelsen 2002; 
Peters and Armstrong 1998; Umbach and 
Wawrzynski 2005). Therefore, regardless 
of the specific strategy, these results sup-
port that instructors should provide stu-
dents opportunities to interact with one 
another during class time.

Furthermore, incorporating active 
learning strategies, especially in large 
classes, involves more planning and time 
than a traditional lecture format. Although 
the problem was experienced by only a 
few students, feedback revealed that the 
purpose of the activity and the direc-
tions should have been more explicitly 
stated. In large lecture classes in par-
ticular, instructors should recognize that 
students possess a range of skills and 
aptitudes. Therefore, directions should be 
written and expressed with that in mind. 

For example, one student suggested that 
the activity be set up from the beginning 
of the class session. She or he stated 
that the instructor should assign students 
to sit in particular sections of the class-
room as they are walking into the class 
and that the instructor should explain 
the activity’s purpose at the beginning. 
Such a strategy would address several stu-
dents’ suggestions for improvement. First, 
students would not have to navigate the 
physical constraints of the room if such 
a seating assignment were used. Second, 
students would have a clear idea of the 
purpose of the activity from the begin-
ning of the lecture. Such findings support 
the importance of thorough preparation, 
instruction, and monitoring of the active-
learning process in an effort to promote 
student understanding, on-task learning, 
and accountability (Cooper, MacGregorm 
et al. 2000; Davis 1993; McClanahan and 
McClanahan 2002).

Instructors should also pay careful 
attention to the kinds of questions they are 
asking students, as these directives will 
often explicitly guide students’ learning 
experiences. One example that became 
evident based on the responses from the 
day of the assessment was that the ques-
tion, “How did your thinking change as a 
result of this activity?” did not direct stu-
dents appropriately. For the most part, stu-
dents’ responses to this question appeared 
more visceral in that several stated that 
their thinking did not change and that they 
still felt the same way about the pros and 
cons of living in various community types. 
These were not the type of responses the 
instructor hoped to receive. 

In processing the responses, it became 
apparent that a more appropriate question 
may have been, “What is one thing that 
you learned as a result of this activity?” 
The more concrete nature of this ques-
tion would have directed students to think 
about what new information they were 
hearing in speaking with their peers, rath-
er than writing their opinions about their 
initial ideas. Because students’ opinions 
about the pros and cons will not neces-
sarily be changed in fifteen minutes, the 
questions should have directed them to 
think more objectively about the informa-
tion they were hearing rather than their 
subjective feelings about life experiences 
in the various community types. 
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Implications for Practice
To fully institute active-learning exer-

cises into course curricula, instructors may 
have to take steps to streamline course 
content to allow appropriate time for stu-
dent engagement (Cooper, MacGregor et 
al. 2000; McClanahan and McClanahan 
2002). Yet, too often instructors attempt to 
teach the same amount of material while 
adding active-learning activities. In doing 
so, they do not provide adequate time for 
students to benefit from the active-learning 
process. Furthermore, instructors should 
schedule into the activity adequate time 
for students to debrief their experiences. 
Such a strategy provides closure for stu-
dents and involves guiding discussion so 
that the most appropriate responses emerge 
from the group discussion (McClanahan 
and McClanahan 2002). Students’ feed-
back supported this notion because the 
most frequently stated positive aspect of 
the activity was the opportunity to hear 
about others experiences. This was done as 
a large group and served as an opportunity 
for students to debrief the experience and 
be exposed to the experiences of others’ in 
the class.

Finally, despite students’ suggestions 
that such activities be conducted solely in 
discussion sections, their feedback revealed 
that their understanding was indeed chal-
lenged and deepened as a result of the 
activity. Overall, students’ comments pro-
vided support for the usefulness of active- 
learning strategies in large lecture classes. 
Consequently, instructors who choose to 
incorporate active-learning strategies into 
their teaching repertoires should make 
such activities a recurring portion of their 
courses so that students, despite their ini-
tial resistance, can have the opportunity to 
get to know one another and become more 

comfortable interacting with both their 
peers and their instructor as the semester 
progresses. The discomfort students feel 
at the beginning of this process will be 
outweighed by the benefits of learning 
about and processing new information as 
a result of such activities. In sum, small-
group activities in large lecture classes, 
although requiring more work on the part 
of the instructor, can be an effective strat-
egy for promoting classroom engagement 
in that they compel students to take on a 
more active role in the learning process. 
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