Effective lecturing

= INTRODUCTION

Lecturers report that the changes they need to make for EAL students are not major, and in fact
improve things for all students (Radloff 1998; Zamel and Spack, 1998). Changes which are not difficule
to implement include:

speaking atareasonable pace
explaining abstract concepts with clear exampies

ensuring that subject—speciﬁc terms get used several times in contexts that heip define the
meaning

Providing written support for oral deiivery

choosing exampies from a broad worldview

One lecturer said:

I started by trying to make my classes clearer because of the speakers with English
as an additional language in the class, but | realised that these strategies were
making things better for all the students.

We start by reporting the purpose and styies of 1ecturing, then note the special difficulties of EAL
students in iistening to lectures and what lecturers can do about them.

= ABOUT LECTURES

Understanding the purpose of lectures

Here is an examPie ofan expianation about iectures to students.

The purpose of lectures in this department is to:

interest you in the topic

make difficult ideas clear

make connections with the textbook
prepare you for further reading

show youa different view from that of the textbook
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T].'IC PUIPOSC ofiectures is not to:

* say everything there is to sayona toPic
. sPeak siowly enough for students to write down every word

D give alist of facts

Whatis the purpose of lectures in your discipiine? Are the goais listed above similar to those of your
dePartment? How do you aim to make new knowledge clear to students? Do you make the goals ofa
lecture explicit to the students?

Lecturing styles

Alecture, like a journal article, an essay Or a science report, has a format of its own. Although there are
differences from one sPeaker to another, the general patternisas follows:

o anintroduction defines the topic and outlines the session
o the body of the lecture Provides important information or Procedures (see below)

e aconclusion Imay summarise, or pose a question, or preview next week’s topic

Lecturers sPend considerable time putting their lectures together in way that seems iogicai to them.
What counts for students, though, is not what this looks like on paper but how it sounds as it is being
delivered. Two lectures on the same subject can be totaiiy different from each other. Dudiey—Evans
and Johns (1981, in Nattinger and de Carrico, 1992) found three tyPicai ways of deiivering alecture.

Reading style

The lecturer reads aloud, only occasionally stopping to look at the audience and say something “off

the cuft”

Conversational style

The conversational styie suits the lecturer who knows the topic well and is a confident and
interesting sPeaker. The lecturer gives the lecture as if having aone-sided conversation with the

class. These lectures are usuaiiy Prepared as a series of notes with support materials such as overhead
transparencies or Powerpoint presentations. Students may be invited to answer and even ask
questions from time to time (see Chapter 5). Conversational lecturers tend to use less formal ianguage
with many features of spoken Engiish, inciuding Phrasai verbs (e.g., putup with, put up against, put
down, put aside, put forward, put back, puton, put off), as in the following exampies:

We’ll put back this assignment one week.
I'll put off discussing this topic for the moment.

These expressions are Particuiarly difficult for EAL students. First, the meaning cannot be guessed
from their composite parts, aithough it can usuaiiy be inferred from the context, and second, there is
agrowing number of these. One dictionary search of the Phrasai verbs formed with “get” revealed 52
different meanings.
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Another feature of this conversational styie is coiioquiai usage such as:
Next up is the main artery...

Lecturers can make listening easier for students if tiley limit these expressions oradd an expianation

in simPie language.

Rhetorical style

The rhetorical styie of iecturing includes rhetorical questions, i.c., questions to which the lecturer does
Ot expect a response. Rhetorical questions may beused asa type of heading, and are immediately
answered i)y the lecturer. Rhetorical questions may put a question into the listeners’ minds to set
them thinking, or may come in the middle of the lecture to hold the listeners attention.

Who could have envisioned that one day...?

The three iecturing styies may have different effects on EAL students, depending on how they have
learnt Engiish. Here are two typicai exampies.

1. StudentA has learned mainiy written Engiisii in her own country. She finds the formal, reading
styie of lecturer A easiest because it is most familiar. Too much use of idiomatic spoken ianguage

is hard for her.

2. StudentB’s experience of Engiish is mainiy the spoi(en, idiomatic ianguage of his fellow
students. He is quiteat home with the conversational styie of lecturer B, and recognises the
coiioquiaiisms that he has heard around him. On the other hand, he is less familiar with the
more formal reading or rhetorical styies.

Your lecturing style

If your aPProach is more informal, then try to listen to your ianguage the next time you lecture.
Do you include many idiomatic exPressions and colourful ianguage? Whichever iecturing styie
you use, try to identify Potentiaiiy chaiienging ianguage and Provide a quick Paraphrase or check
your students’ understanciing. It may heiP to highiight some difficult words in your text so that
you remember to exPiain them during the lecture. You will Probably be doing this aiready with
the technical terms in your subj ect.

Try recording your next lecture. When you listen to it later, consider the points that were raised above.
This could be an interesting Professionai deveiopment task todo with a coiieague.

The stages of a lecture

As well as styie variations, lecturers make use of different ianguage for introducing and changing
topics, for summarising and for giving examPies. Nattinger and De Carrico (1992) examined the
ianguage used in these transitions. The expressions you use will actas signposts for students for their
understanding of the direction of your lecture as well as for their notes. Some of these markers are the
same as in written Engiish: moreover, on the other hand, consequenti)/.,.
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Whether you announce the topic (T oday I'm going to talk about ...) or signal a change of topic
(Let’s move on to), EAL students are very dependent on the verbal cues that indicate the direction of
the lecture. In the conversational or rhetorical styles, these markers may be more colloquial and less
‘transparent: So much for ... (indicates finishing this topic).

As well as the words, some topic changes are indicated by a change of intonation, which
EAL speakers may not recognise. Provide a written outline on the board or as a paper copy and
indicate the stage of the lecture by pointing to the list (see discussion on p- 17). Summaries also heiP
understanding at various points in the lecture and EAL sPeakers will benefit from a second chance to
listen to an important point. [t may heiP to think of the iarge number of students in a lecture theatre
asa gathering of small groups. Many pair and small group activities can still work effectiveiy ina
large lecture theatre where, for examPie, students can talk in pairs to clarify something to the person
next to them. To helP students to understand, it is often said that a lecturer should not talk for longer
than 15 minutes. Paired talk on the topic can heiP to break the monotony of iistening for iong Periods
as well as giving students a chance to use the ianguage of the subject. Asaway of mixing up students’
sPeaking partners and adding variety, the front row of students can be asked to talk to the row behind,
and so omn.

Conversational and academic listening are different

As we saw earlier, lectures come in different styies, buteven the so-called conversational lecture differs
in many ways froma reguiar conversation, as Table 2.1 shows.

Table 2.1 Comparing conversational and academic iistening.

LANGUAGE SKILL

CONVERSATIONS

LECTURES

Background knowledge

General

Specific to a specialist area

Distinguishing relevant from
irrelevant content

Not crucial to identifying
general meaning

Crucial to understanding key
issues

Turn-taking

Dialogue established by
mutual turn-taking

Monologue continues and
lecture style may not require
students to answer questions

Making meaning clear

Meaning often implicit,
dependent on time and place

Meaning usually made explicit
by clarifying terms and
including detalil

Interaction with speaker

Listener has opportunities to
contribute and to question

Listener often cannot
interrupt to clarify
misunderstandings. Long
stretches of listening and
note-taking.

Adapted from Flowerdew’s (1994) summary of a number of studies
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= COMMON DIFFICULTIES FOR EAL STUDENTS

Research hy Muiiigan and Kirkpatrick (2000) shows that EAL students are 25 percent less able to
understand key terms and conceptsina lecture and that they have more difficulty with academic
1istening skills overall. Below we look at some cornmoniy rePorted difficulties.

Working out the theme of a lecture
Students sometimes say they cannot work out the overall message ofa Particuiar lecture even when
they understand individual Points; in other words they have trouble seeing the wood for the trees.
As Sakuma (2000: 374) points out, it is easier “iistening to difficult lectures invoiving cornPiicated
1anguage ... [for] listeners who know something about the content of the lecture beforehand.” To
assist them, lecturers can:

o announce lecture topics a week ahead

. expiain technical terms as they arise

e drawon prior knowiedge from some students in the class

o link wich the topic previously covered in class

o draw students’ attention to the relevant textbook chapter

. Provide and refer to lecture outlines, give out handouts, etc. (see ChaPter 3).

Understanding intonation patterns

Another thing that makes iistening to lectures difficult is that in sPoken Engiish the same word or
Phrase can have many different meanings depending on the speai(er’s intonation. In lectures, for
exampie, the verbal signai “OK” can mean any one of the foiiowing:

e Do you understand?
e NowIm moving on.

e I'm iOOi(i].’lg EOI' my PiaCC on thC Page.

Understanding pronunciation

Try saying aloud: “Grey skills” and “Grace kills.” Even in iistening to our own ianguage we sometimes
hear three words as one, or one word as three. It is also easy to hear a different word break from the
intended one. Hearing one word as another is a further Probiem. Such difficulties in distinguishing
between words can also occur as a result of dialectal differences. For examPie, one PhD student

who was educated in the United States reported that she kePt hearing the lecturer referring to

“the mutton.” As she was in New Zealand at that time she assumed that a sheep-reiated term

was used as a metaphor. Oniy later did she realise that it was “the mountain”; elision had made it
indistinguishabie. ExamPies like this one indicate the importance of written back—up for academic
iistening.
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Students who change countries may believe that their comprehension Problem is due to the fact
that rhey studied Engiish in one country and their present lecturer sPeaks with a different accent.

Students sometimes tell me at the start of a course that they have trouble with my
Scottish accent, but after a couple of weeks they follow it quite easily.

American lecturers should try to be aware of words that are difficult for listeners from outside
America [feuciai sounds the same as futiie and knotry sounds the same as naughgl to speakers of British,
Australian, or New Zealand Engiish). One way around these issues is for the lecturer to write the word
on the board, but if the teacher sPeaks to the board while writing the word, students will find it even
harder to understand the pronunciation. Remember to sPeak facing the audience!

Keeping up with the speed of delivery

EAL students are very dependenr on dlear, Professionai deiivery and may find information inaccessible if
lecturers talk too fast. In surveys of students’ difficulties the speed of the lecturer’s speech is mentioned
asa difﬁcuity i)y a 1arge number of EAL sPeakers. Unlikea diaiogue, alecture seldom requires a repiy and
consequentiy lecturers may not pause unless they have developed a technique to check their own sPeed.
In addition, when lecturers know their sui)j ect matter realiy well, they may forget just how new and
conﬁising the content can be for students. If rhey slow down they give their students a chance to think
about the material.

Listening and taking notes simultaneously

The students’ task in a lecture is to listen and take down what is important. The result can be one of
two extremes: students either try to take down everything that s said, or rhey understand so little
that rhey copy only what is on the board, overhead or screen. The lecturer can helP by sig‘naiiing not to
write something down:

No need to take this down. It’s just a second example.

Recording lectures

Increasingly, students are asking whether they can record lectures. The good point about this is
that they will write less and have more time to listen and participate. Not every lecturer is haPPy
to be recorded, however. Make it clear that students should ask each lecturer individuaiiy and
don’t forget to make your own standPoint on recordings clear from the start.

Some lecturers have successﬁiiiy experimented with cloing their own recordings and making
them available on the course website. The technoiogy involved is readiiy available nowaclays, but
most lecturers would benefit from some help from an IT assistant, if one is available to them. For
an exampie of how one lecturer uses this technique, go to:

http://cit.duke.edu/ideas/newprofiles/lucic.do

22



2 - EFFECTIVE LECTURING

A numbering system heips students follow the direction of your lecture and to announce each Point
as you come to it.

I’'m going to suggest four reasons why ...

= WHAT CAN LECTURERS DO?

As well as the suggestions aiready made, further ideas for overcoming the difficulties facing EAL
students are exPiored below.

Show a lecture outline

Put a brief outline of headings on the board, the overhead or the handout, and refer to it from time to
time. Slow note-takers can note all the headings butleave a space for something that has been missed.
They can then return to the notes later with a classmate who, hoPequy, has not missed the same
point. Likewise, the lecture outline can Provide a brief list of the new terms used in that lecture.

Put the lecture in context

Make connections between thC ICCtll].'C and OthCI‘ sources. For instance, YOLI couid say:

This lecture is based on the content of Chapter 7 in your prescribed text and on
Chapter 3 in...

As we saw last week ...

Define new terms

In one business lecture, students heard these new terms: Production functions, marginai Product,
diminishing marginai returns, added input.

Because parts of these terms are also used in generai English (produce, margin, etc), itis easy to
assume that everyone understands them. This may or may not be the case. Defining the terms the
first time they appear will heip. For exampie:

Diminishing marginal returns is what happens when...

Be aware that littie WOICiS can carry a IOt ofmeaning. These WO]fCIS are often thﬁ I(Cy to understanding
anci th may not be stresseci. COIlSiCiCIf tl’lC clifference thWCCIlZ

There is no interest in this car.

There is no interest on this car.

The use of the word “or” is Particuiariy difficult for new Engiish sPeakers because of the two Possibie
meanings. Compare, for examPie, these two sentences.

You can have either honey or cheese on your bread.

This tree is called “oak” or “quercus.”
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Explain new concepts clearly

However, definitions are not the whole answer to making meaning clear. In all university subjects
there are new concepts that cannot be exPlained by simPle definitions; they require a longer
exPlanation and diagrams on the board may help more than words alone.

What makes a good explanation? Brown and Armstrong (1984) asked hiology students about

what they thought madea good exPlanation. This is what they found. The best exPlanations:

o make students think deePly

o link the parts of the exPlanation

« outline the various parts of the exPlanation

. highlight essential features

* givemany examples

« use rhetorical questions to get students’ attention

e linkto existing concepts

Include buzz groups

Buzz groups are breaks in the lecture when students can talk about the content of the lecture to

each other. Students need to use language asa “vehicle for improving content mastery” (Snow 1997,
p-301). if they practise using the discipline discourse it will help them acquire the ways of thinking
and tall(ing that mark them as academics or Professionals (Lea & Street, 1998). Of course it also simply
gives them a break from your voice and a chance to reflect on what was said. In terms of learning, it
is important to remember that lecturers often focus on lower level learning, neglect students who

do not have an auditory learning style and ignore what we know about the attention span of most
students (Lueddeke, 2003).

Choose a range of examples
The wider the range of examples chosen to exPlain topics in lectures, the more likely itis that students
will understand. Sakuma (2000), whose advice we quoted above, mentions the important of activating
students’ existing knowledge. Look back at your recent lecture notes and check where your examples
have come from. Some of them might include:

e 2 Personal reminiscence

o the Professional experience of arecent graduate

* yourown research

L4 CX&IHIP].CS f].‘OHl a range OECOHHH’lCS

The use of a metaPhor, Parallel or analogy may be justas useful. In this case youare reminding
students of concepts that are related but not the same. For instance, universal design is the idea in
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architecture thata Particuiar innovation might have benefits heyond thoseitis designed for:a ramp
heiPs the wheelchair-bound student, but it will also heiP the mother with a Pushchair.

If we appiy universal design to teaching, then using simPie, clear ianguage will heiP EAL
students, but it will also heiP many students who are struggiing, for example students who are hard
of hearing and students who are unfamiliar with academic discourse. (This was an idea Presented
recentiy hy Kimberiy Johnson, ata Pre—conference Workshop for the 4% International Conference on
Language Lecturer Education in Minneapoiis.)

Others techniques include audiovisual exampies such as Photos, videos, audio fragments,
websites, software, current examples such as news items and exampies from many cultures, historical
examples, as well as demonstrations, experiments, and models. Be careful not to make assumptions
that everyone in the class will have the same hackground knowiedge; exampies may need further
exPianation. For many students an oral reference to “The Last SuPPer" may not conjure up either
its reiigious signiﬁcance or da Vinei’s masterpiece. If you cannot think of any exampies yourseif, ask
coueagues or the students themselves. In today’s tertiary institutions, students are 1ikeiy to come
from many parts of the world and may have hackground knowledge that the lecturer is not aware
of. Remember, students are your greatest resource for creating a cuituraiiy inclusive environment
(Radloff, 1998).

Local references may not be understood by everyone and this is an opportunity to ask local
students to exPiain the meaning to NEWCOMmeTrs. Likewise, students from other cultures can exPiain
case studies or examPies from their culture, as they arise. This way you, as lecturer, are demonstrating
to the students how the diversity within the class can be mutuaiiy beneficial

Repeat key terms

Knowinga word also involves recognising the words that are commoniy used with it. Use new terms
many times rather than simPly referring to “the last point” or “this expression.” Students will also
benefit from the chance to use these terms to make their own meaning. When using overheads or
Powerpoint, occasionaHy point to the key term that is being used.

Check audibility

SPeaking cieariy and sPeaking siowiy are not necessariiy the same thing. SPeaking siowiy could mean
not racing from point to point, but also signaiiing what the purpose of the foiiowing material is (to
givean examPie, to say the same thing in another way). SPeak at a measured pace and use pauses.
Pauses give the EAL listener time for mental processing. This is not the same as sPeaking inan
artificialiy slow voice.

Check that you are using the sound system effectiveiy. In iarge lecture theatres there are usuaﬂy
microPhones, which some lecturers choose not to use, or stand too close to. Doing a check from time
to time can help audibility (“How’s the sound up there in the back row?”).
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Summarise from time to time

We ti’lil‘li( ofa summary as coming at ti‘1€ end ofa iecture bllt it can be heinui to PI‘SSCI‘lt the same
information at the Start as an overview. AiSO, Part way through the iecture, ti‘lC iecturer can say:

If I were to summarise this point | would say...
or Point out to the students that taii(ing about the topic heips them ciarify their ideas:

Turn to your neighbour, and summarise that last point.

Thesis card

Inone exampie from the literature (Snow 1997), a Professor asks every student to hand in a “thesis
card” at the end of each lecture. On this card the students summarise the main point of the lecture in
one or two sentences. The Professor continues to ask for these cards until the majority of the class can
correctiy identify the thesis.

Provide clear written support
Whether using overheads or PowerPoint™, check that you do not cram the slide full of text that then
becomes iilegibie or that you do not Photocopy text on to an overhead without any enlargement.
This makes your information difficult for any student to read. Here is a checklist to use as you Pian a
lecture. How marny of these do you do?

e Define new terms.

o Showalecture outline.

o Make connections between the lecture and the text book.

e Choose examples froma range of cultures.

e Giveclear exPianations.

e Useclear exPressions that signai the direction of the lecture.

* Repeat key terms. Expiain the same thing in more than one way.

. KCSP your voice at normai Voiume bllt use thC microphone.

o When something is not clear, ask students who do understand to eXPiain to others, via their first

1anguage if they choose. You could say: “take a minute and explain this to your neighbour."

o Avoid asi(ing “Do you understand?” Instead, try to elicit the information that students can give
you to demonstrate what they have understood, eg, if you were explaining about two Poiiticai
systems, you could ask “What are the differences between... ?”

o Summarise the main points of what you are saying either oraily, or with visuals.

o Beawareof body ianguage. Pointing is offensive to many groups, maintaining eye contact may
be interPreted differentiy by different cultures, and speciﬁc cultures may have Particuiar rules;
for examPie, sitting on a desk is offensive in Miori culture in New Zealand. It’s impossibie to
learn all the rules, but some awareness may heiP your students to feel more included.
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