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How to Make the Most of Your Lectures

Rachel Simpson

Developmental objectives

This chapter aims to enable you to:

· understand the full range of benefits lectures can offer for your development as an independent learner

· recognise any factors that influence the efficiency with which you can learn from lectures

· select appropriate strategies to improve your learning from lectures.

Reflecting on your experience of lectures

Lectures can offer an excellent starting point on your journey towards becoming an independent learner (one of the key aims of any university course). They can direct and focus your studies and save you a considerable amount of time and effort, but there are many factors that can interfere with your ability to benefit from them, particularly if you have dyslexia or other specific learning differences (SpLDs), or English is not your first language.

Factors that can influence how efficiently you learn from lectures

Choose a lecture, or series of lectures that you are currently attending. Gather together the following material:

· Your notes/audio recordings, and the handouts from the previous lectures

· If they are available in advance, the handouts/slides for your next lecture

· Any required prior reading material

Read through the material, and use it to consider the following questions and reflective activities. You may find it useful to work on this reflective task together with a specialist support tutor if you have access to one.

GO to Lectures – Reflective Questionnaire in order to record your responses

What is the lecturer’s purpose in giving the lecture, and my own purpose in attending?

The lecturer’s purpose in giving a lecture will be closely related to other elements of the course, and will be designed to assist you with one or more of the following.

· Providing a holistic overview of your subject, demonstrating how all the different strands interrelate and fit into the whole.

· Developing your critical thinking skills (see Chapter 8) by evaluating competing theories, processes, procedures or research (for example in history – a review of debates about the causes of the First World War, with guidance on which theories are currently held to be more reputable).

· Understanding what to include in, or how to interpret, coursework or examination questions (for example in business – a review of the advantages and disadvantages of three management theories, in preparation for a question that requires evaluation of which theory is most useful).

· Selecting and understanding relevant, up-to-date reading material (rather than ploughing your way indiscriminately through a long reading list).

· Learning key skills (for example in occupational therapy – methods and procedures to be included in a client assessment).

· Learning skills that are most easily taught through visual or practical demonstration (for example in motor-sport engineering – how to calculate the predicted effect of torque upon components when designing a vehicle).

· Selecting and performing practice exercises to develop your skills.

· Learning information, skills or debates that cannot be accessed through reading either because they have not yet been published (for example research that is currently in progress) or cannot easily be described in writing (for example in psychology – observation of clinical interview techniques in which what you say or do next will depend heavily upon the client’s reactions and responses).

Ideally you will also have a specific purpose in attending the lecture, which will match one or more of the purposes listed above. Being aware of your purpose in attending, and the lecturer’s purpose in giving the lecture, can help you to focus on the key things you should gain from the lecture.

Reflective activities

· Analyse the slides for each lecture and see if you can identify the lecturer’s purpose in giving the lecture. If the lecturer provides learning outcomes or learning objectives at the beginning of the handout, these may offer some strong clues as to the lecturer’s purpose.

· Review your knowledge of the subject, and identify what your own purpose might be in attending the next lecture in the series.

How do I approach learning?

It is important to understand how you think and learn (see Chapter 2). This is an activity you may wish to undertake with the assistance of a specialist support tutor or a professional involved in supporting students with SpLDs. If you have an SpLD diagnostic report that outlines your cognitive strengths and difficulties you may also wish to read through that again to refresh your understanding of what they are (see Introduction).

Reflective activities

· After reading and working through Chapter 2 what do you think your current approach is to thinking and learning?

· In what ways do you think your SpLD may have contributed to you developing that approach?

· In what ways do you think your approach to thinking and learning may affect your approach to lectures?

Are there gaps in my subject knowledge?

Lecturers will assume students have some prior knowledge of a subject, based upon the belief that the students have:

· Completed certain qualifications prior to joining the course.

· Completed previous modules in the subject.

· Been present at, understood and remembered previous lectures in the series.

· Read, understood and remembered any required pre-lecture reading.

Reflective activities

· How much of the subject content of the lectures do you know and understand?

· Make a list of any:

· concepts you have not understood

· assumed knowledge you do not know.

· Turn your list into a set of questions (for example ‘I don’t understand the effect of turning forces on metal’ becomes ‘How and why do turning forces affect metal?’).

Are there gaps in my knowledge of academic language?

Academic English is very different from everyday English. It has its own vocabulary and methods of expression that enable more to be said in fewer words, but can feel like an impenetrable barrier to students. This is particularly common amongst students who:

· have experienced gaps in their education

· have a SpLD which has interfered with their vocabulary development

· speak English as an additional language.

Academic language makes use of:

· Specialist technical, medical or scientific vocabulary which forms a convenient shorthand for complex concepts that would take time to describe, for example – methodology, etymology, ontology.

· A wide range of vocabulary to enable greater precision of meaning.

· Complex sentence structures to enable more meaning to be squeezed into a sentence. Understanding those structures requires a sophisticated understanding of grammar.

· Signpost words and phrases that indicate where a particular piece of information fits into the overall structure of an argument or report. Familiarise yourself with common signposting words and phrases (see Chapter 7, Signposting).

Reflective activities

· Make a list of any vocabulary in your lecture handouts that you do not understand, or find hard to remember.

· Use the following websites to acquaint yourself with some of the most commonly used academic vocabulary:

· Nottingham University – an introduction to the concept of an Academic Word List (words most commonly used in academic language): http://bit.ly/NottinghamAcademicWordList
· Warwick University – a detailed exploration of the Academic Word List, with tips on strategies for learning those words: http://bit.ly/WarwickAcademicVocabulary

· English Companion – a detailed Academic Vocabulary list, produced by Jim Burke: www.englishcompanion.com/pdfDocs/acvocabulary2.pdf

· Read Chapter 9 to develop an understanding of the component parts of words and sentences.

· Note down any complex sentences you do not understand.

· Using the following websites, familiarise yourself with common signposting phrases, including signpost phrases which indicate your lecturer is diverting away from the planned structure:

· Warwick University – listings of lecture vocabulary used to signpost structure in lectures: http://bit.ly/WarwickLecturesVocabulary

· Using English for Academic Purpose – listings of words and phrases used to signpost structure in lectures, and exercises (using audio clips from lectures) in identifying the structure: www.uefap.com/listen/struct/liststru.htm

· Prepare for success – example of a lecture with an exercise on identifying structure: www.prepareforsuccess.org.uk/listening_to_lectures.html

· Read through your material and highlight any signposting words or phrases you encounter. What do they tell you about the role that information is playing?

Are there gaps in my knowledge of academic structures?

Lectures are a spoken (and therefore slightly less formal) version of a piece of academic writing. They tend to follow similar structures to essays, research projects, scientific experiment reports, business reports. The following are some examples of academic structures you are likely to encounter (also see Chapters 6 and 7).

Explanatory structures

Cause and effect

· Introduce the phenomenon/event.

· List the factors that cause it.

· Explain how those causes interact to create the phenomenon/event.

· Identify any additional or long-term effects.

Procedures

· How to perform the procedure.

· When, where and why you would use this procedure.

· Highlight any strengths or weaknesses of the procedure.

Explaining systems

· Introduce the system and how it fits into any wider systems.

· Describe each of the parts that make up that system.

· Explain how those parts work and how they interact with each other.

· Highlight any strengths or weaknesses in the system.

Interpretive structures

Scientific experiment report/research report

· Thesis/question.

· Review of existing knowledge about the subject.

· Method used in the experiment/research.

· Results.

· Analysis of results.

· Conclusions.

Evaluative structures

Comparison of two or more ideas/concepts to identify which is ‘better’

· Introduce the concepts that will be compared.

· Outline the strengths of each concept.

· Outline the weaknesses of each concept.

· Make a value judgement as to which concept has most to offer.

Argumentative structures

Validity/usefulness of a concept

· Introduce the concept.

· Outline the reasons for arguing that it is valid (accurate) or useful.

· Outline the reasons for arguing that it is invalid (inaccurate) or of limited use.

· Make a judgement rating how valid or useful it is.

Reflective activities

· Use the lecture slides or handouts to analyse the types of structures that your lecturer uses.

· If you have access in advance of the lecturer’s slides or handouts for your next lecture, what clues do the slides/handouts offer as to the structure of that lecture?

Are there gaps in my listening and note taking skills?

Successful use of lectures requires a range of well-developed skills including active listening and good note taking.

Active listening: This requires you to:

· Be aware of what you already know about a subject, and where the gaps lie in your knowledge, and to have specific questions for which you wish to find answers (in order to fill the gaps).

· Understand the purpose and structure of the lecture and to be familiar with signposting phrases, so that you can understand the relevance/importance of what is being said, and its place in the overall structure of the lecture and your course.

Effective note taking skills, or methods of recording lectures (if simultaneous listening and note taking are challenging), are very important to being able to follow and remember the content. Chapter 4 explores note taking strategies in detail.

Reflective activities

· Reflect on the way you listen:

· Are you aware of what you already know and of where the gaps lie in your knowledge?

· Do you have specific questions for which you wish to find answers?

· Are you aware of the purpose and structure of the lecture?

· Do you notice and make use of signposting phrases?

· Look at the following websites, which offer advice on developing active listening skills:

· Study Guides and Strategies – advice on developing active listening skills: http://studygs.net/listening.htm

· The Seahorse Project – YouTube piece on active listening: http://bit.ly/YouTubeActiveListeningLectures
· Read Chapter 4 on note taking then review your own notes and answer the following:

· Do you have a method for organising your notes/recordings? Do your notes reflect the structure of the lecture?

· Do you highlight/take note of any learning objectives/learning outcomes provided?

· Do your notes make sense?

· Do they include too much or too little information?

· Do you integrate your lecture notes with any subsequent notes from your reading?

· If you recorded the lecture, have you noted down timings (to facilitate listening to key sections rather than having to re-play the whole lecture)?

· Do you use your notes/recordings during your course or for revision? (see Chapter 11)

Do I have any issues with hearing or vision?

Mild impairments of hearing or vision can sometimes go unnoticed but may increase the concentration levels required to take in auditory or visual information, leading to individuals becoming tired and inattentive in lectures.

Reflective activities

· Reflect on your behaviour in lectures. Are you aware of having to concentrate very hard in order to hear what is being said, or to see the board?

Do I have cognitive or motor coordination difficulties?

Lectures make heavy demands upon working memory, processing speeds, attention and motor coordination, and dyslexia and other SpLDs can include problems in any or all of these areas, as can studying in the medium of English when it is not your first language (see Introduction for further information).

Reflective activities

Reflect on difficulties you experience in lectures. Do they include any of the following?

· Losing the thread of the lecture and consequently not understanding part or all of it.

· Having incomplete notes because:

· you cannot simultaneously listen and write

· you forget what you were writing part way through your sentence

· your writing/typing is too slow – this could be due to slow handwriting speed (the average handwriting speed at university is considered to be in the region of 30–40 words per minute)

· and/or you have a slow speed for gathering and expressing ideas in writing (the average expressive writing speed at university is considered to be in the region of 25 words per minute).

· Writing too much because you do not differentiate between the important and unimportant.

· Forgetting most of the content even though you understood it at the time.

· Becoming very tired during lectures.

· Being unable to concentrate – being easily distracted by your own thoughts or things going on around you, or losing attention when you lose the thread of what is being said.

Are the difficulties unique to me, or are they shared by most of the students attending the lectures?

If the majority of students attending a set of lectures have difficulty following it, then it is possible that there are problems with the lecturer’s delivery, which might include:

· Minimal use of visual aids, or unhelpful, distracting visual aids.

· Talking too fast, or in a monotone, or with a marked accent.

· Using long complex sentences, and complex vocabulary or jargon, which students may not understand.

· Lack of clear structure or organisation, or a tendency to stray into interesting, but less relevant side-tracks.

· Minimal opportunity to ask questions to clarify points.

· Pitching the lecture at a more advanced level than can be realistically expected of the students.

There is a limited amount you can do about the lecturer’s style, but you can:

· Do as much preparation as possible in advance to improve your chances of following what is being said.

· Discuss your concerns with other students, and if your problems are shared by many others, work together to draw up a (diplomatically worded and realistic) list of suggestions for things that would make it easier for you all to learn during the lectures.

Sources of help

Having completed the above reflective process you may now have a list of specific questions and issues you wish to address. There are various sources of help available to you at university for helping you to make the most of your lectures: human support, books, the Internet and assistive technology.

Human support

The wide range of human support available is outlined in the Introduction in the section ‘Support for your learning’. If these avenues of human support are unsuccessful ask the lecturer for an appointment, but make sure that you have specific questions ready so that you can make effective use of the time.

Books and Internet

· Try reading a relevant chapter from a textbook that introduces the whole subject in one chapter to assist with your understanding.

· Using an Internet search engine such as Google, search for a key word to find educational sites that are designed to explain concepts and theories in an easy to understand way. For example, Khan Academy: https://www.khanacademy.org/.

· Online dictionaries or smartphone/tablet Apps are an easy and quick resource for looking up words, or root words, and their meanings.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Dictionary’

· You may be able to find short pieces on YouTube that explain concepts or procedures visually.

Assistive technology

There is a wealth of assistive technology, software and smartphone/tablet applications (Apps) available to help with lectures and note taking, including the following:

· Lecture capture is available at some universities to automatically record live lectures including audio, video and visuals (e.g. Microsoft PowerPoint presentations) and uploaded to the university Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). This means you can review lectures again in your own time and make notes using pause and play – excellent for refreshing your memory for exams and coursework.

· Digital recorders, or recording software and Apps on smartphones and tablets with a timestamping function (see Chapter 4, Recording notes). Listening to your recordings when exercising, travelling, or performing household chores is an excellent way to review your lectures.

· Note-taking software and Apps on computers, smartphones and tablets such as Sonocent Audio Notetaker https://www.sonocent.com/en/, which integrates audio recording with timestamping, organisation of notes, integration of handouts, lecture notes and notes from reading (see Chapter 4, Recording notes).

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search or select ‘Recording’ and ‘Notetaking’

How to increase the benefits you gain from lectures

Strategies to use in advance of lectures

A little preparation in advance of lectures can have a big impact upon the ability to understand, recall content and remain focused during lectures.

Address gaps in your knowledge

Subject knowledge

Make lists of any gaps in your subject knowledge, and turn them into questions. Use the sources of help available to you (see above) to find answers to those questions.

Vocabulary

Create a personal notebook of new vocabulary or words you need to remember – an assistive technology solution would be to create an Evernote or word processor document that can be updated using your smartphone or tablet. Look up the words using a paper or online dictionary (for example www.dictionary.com) and capture the following:

· meaning of the whole word

· any root words, prefixes and suffixes, and what they mean.

The majority of technical, scientific, medical and conceptual vocabulary comes from Greek or Latin words (see Chapter 9). For example, microbiology has a whole range of words ending in ‘phyte’. This comes from a Greek word phuton, meaning ‘plant’. Thallophyte = thallos (young shoot) + phyte = plant or organism that looks like a young shoot (i.e. does not have an obvious stem and leaf structure).

You can create Mind Maps™ of such terms, using images and colours to link together words that have similar roots or endings. This will help you to remember and understand difficult vocabulary.

Sentence structures

Highlight any sentences you do not understand. Try to work out how the various parts of the sentence relate to each other (in terms of grammar and structure) either on your own (using Chapter 9) or with the help of your specialist support tutor.

Signposting words

Becoming familiar with signposting words and phrases (see Chapter 7, Signposting) will make it easier to follow the structure when listening or reading, and also to indicate your own structure when writing.
Set up your note taking framework in advance

Experiment with different note taking formats (see Chapter 4). Choose one that suits you and then develop good note-taking habits.

Identify the structure the lecture will follow, make a note of any learning outcomes/objectives and use this to set up a framework for your notes (dividing your page into headings and subheadings in advance).

Highlight any parts of the lecture you feel are particularly important and to which you will therefore need to pay particular attention.

Using the SQ3R reading technique (see Chapter 5) set yourself key questions for which you wish to find the answers during the lecture.

Strategies to use during the lecture

Hearing or vision

Experiment with:

· Sitting near the front. Does this improve your ability to hear?

· Moving to different positions (closer to the front/nearer the back) within the room. Does this improve your ability to see the slides?

If hearing or sight continues to be an issue, it might be advisable to make an appointment to see an optician, or ask your GP if you can have a hearing test.

Cognitive or motor coordination difficulties

Advance preparation (as outlined in the above section on strategies to use in advance of lectures) will significantly reduce the load during the lecture itself, on your working memory, processing speeds and motor coordination whilst improving your ability to concentrate, because:

· You will know what to expect.

· You will have a clear idea of what you already know, and which parts of the lecture you need to pay particular attention to.

· You will have less to organise and write.

Concentration

There are a number of additional ways that you can increase your chances of concentrating during the lecture:

· Make sure you have a good breakfast or lunch beforehand (but not too much sugar or starch as this tends to create a sugar-spike which then leaves us sleepy and inattentive).

· Sit near the front, to reduce distractions from activity around you.

· Bring something (non-noisy and non-distracting) to fiddle with (fiddling can actually help with concentration, but it can also be hugely irritating to others around you if it is noisy or distracting).

· Try to actively engage in the lecture by:

· writing notes or audio recording your lecture

· developing your active listening skills (particularly important if you find it difficult to simultaneously listen and take notes).

· Listen to your lecturer’s summing up at the end of a lecture, to ensure you have included all the points listed.

Strategies to use after the lecture

Review your notes and/or the lecture handouts

Immediately after the lecture:

· While it is still fresh in your memory, review your notes and the lecture handouts.

· If your notes are incomplete, try to fill in the gaps from memory, or by using the sources of help (see above) that are available to you.

· If the notes are illegible, disorganised or difficult to follow, rewrite/type/reorganise them so that you have a useable record of the content of the lecture.

· Develop a method of integrating your lecture notes with the notes you make when reading, in order to:

· reduce unnecessary duplication of note making

· create one set of notes that includes everything you need to know, and makes it easy to write your assignments and revise for examinations.

Use the notes/handouts to inform your research, coursework, revision and examinations

Look at the type of coursework and examination questions you will be required to answer. Identify which questions your lecture was linked to (the learning objectives/outcomes may be particularly helpful for this), and note any guidance it offers on what you should read, what you should revise, what you should include in your answers and how you should approach the question.
Case study

Charlie had been given an essay question that required him to compare the advantages and disadvantages of two different marketing strategies. He had tried to read up about the two approaches online, and had been able to find good definitions of the strategies but nothing about their advantages and disadvantages, and he did not know which books to read from his reading list. He had re-read the PowerPoint slides from the relevant lecture, but had done so online, one slide at a time, and had found them confusing. At his specialist support tutor’s suggestion, he printed out the slides six to a page and analysed their learning objectives and structure. This revealed that the lecture followed an evaluative structure:

1.
Definition of approach A.

2.
Advantages and disadvantages of approach A.

3.
Definition of approach B.

4.
Advantages and disadvantages of approach B.

It also provided references and page numbers for sections to read from six key books. Charlie simply needed to do the reading, follow the lecture’s structure in his essay, add his own value judgement as to which approach was more useful, and explain his reasons for making that judgement.

Points to remember

· Lectures offer many benefits and can be an excellent starting point on your journey towards becoming an independent learner.

· You can make the most of your lectures if you:

· do a small amount of preparation in advance to familiarise yourself with the content, structure and purpose

· develop good active listening skills and plan your note making/recording in advance

· review and organise your notes/recordings immediately after the lecture

· actively use the available sources of help after a lecture, to fill in any gaps in knowledge or understanding before you attend the next lecture

· use your lecture notes and handouts to inform any subsequent reading, writing or revision you do on that topic.

Please go to the Digital-Download accompanying this book to find the following document:

Lectures - Reflective Questionnaire
Word Document
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