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Lecture, as an education design strategy, is familiar and perhaps comfortable to us all. So
much so that paradigms exist regarding how to give and receive knowledge and skills.

Davis and Arend (2013) describe the lecture paradigm as, “...a pedagogy of telling, of sharing
a body of knowledge through textbooks and lectures, and insisting that the content of the
discipline be ‘covered,” remembered, and recounted” (p. 5). In this paradigm, the student is
the passive recipient of knowledge. His or her task is to store the information long enough to
achieve the desired grade on a summative evaluation (test, paper, etc.). The unfortunate
consequence of this paradigm is that much of the information the student gained is lost and
cannot be retrieved.

Lecture and Memory Decay

Various studies highlight that passive learning via lecture does not yield long term retention of
the content lectured upon. For example, Freeman et. al. (2014) performed a metanalysis to
examine the impact a course designed utilizing the lecture paradigm had on student
performance in undergraduate science, math, and engineering courses. They discovered that,
“students in classes with traditional lecturing were 1.5 times more likely to fail (exams) than
were students in classes with active learning” (p. 8410).

The ability to transfer knowledge and skills from short-term to long-term memory may be a
chief reason why lecture alone does not produce desired retention.

A classic study by Ebbinghaus (1885) found that it is not uncommon to forget about 75% of
what we learn after 48 hours. According to Sousa (2011), “(i)formation is most likely to get
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stored if it makes sense and has meaning” (p. 52). Actively engaging with content helps
students create their own meaning around the material, thereby promoting retention.

Active Learning and Information Retention

According to The Greenwood Dictionary of Education: Second Edition (2011), active learning
is defined as:

The process of having students engage in some activity that forces them to reflect upon ideas
and upon how they are using those ideas. Requiring students to regularly assess their own
degree of understanding and skill at handling concepts or problems in a particular discipline.

(p. 6)

Faculty can set the stage for students to connect meaning to what they are learning by asking
students to actively engage with information vs. passively receive information. This design
strategy helps students to move learned concepts from short-term to long-term memory
(Willis, 2006; Pociask, DiZazzo-Miller, & Pellerito, 2011; Sousa, 2011).

How can one change a course’s design away from reliance upon lecture toward promoting
students actively engaging with the content? There are many options available to faculty. In
an upcoming post, I'll outline several strategies that can be easily incorporated into a face to
face course design.

Glenda Robertson MA,RN, is an Instructional Designer in the College of Nursing at CU
Anschutz. Interested in learning more about Glenda?
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