On Not Lecturing
Eugene V. Gallagher, Connecticut College
Blog Series: 12 Surprises When Lecturing Less
September 24, 2013
Tags: collaborative learning | student learning | course design | collaborative teaching
When I started teaching I relied, like many others, on the examples of my own teachers. When
I was an undergraduate, the teachers who moved me most were never straight lecturers. So, I
tried to adapt their styles. The more I taught and especially the more I engaged with the
literature about teaching and learning in the middle of my career, the more I developed an
array of teaching strategies that depended upon student contributions to class sessions. As I
continue to move in that direction, several things continue to surprise me.
1. Listening becomes your most essential skill . . .,
2. followed closely by the ability to keep your own mouth shut, at least some of the time
(see Donald Finkel, Teaching with Your Mouth Shut [Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook,
2000]).
3. While it may seem like you are giving up your ability to set the agenda for class sessions,
limiting the time you lecture actually switches the arena for agenda setting (see Stephen
Brookfield and Stephen Preskill, Discussion as a Way of Teaching [San Francisco: JosseyBass, 2000, 2nd ed.).
4. If anything, designing contexts for learning becomes more important when lectures
aren’t the dominant mode of instruction (see L. Dee Fink, Designing Significant Learning
Experiences [San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003]).
5. Assigning readings or other activities, posing questions to be considered, and various
other activities can give shape and direction to the class session beforehand.
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6. When student contributions make up the bulk of a class session, making connections
becomes one of your most important contributions.
7. Ordering, juxtaposing, and otherwise relating student comments to each other is like
making art, or at least sense, with found objects. It demands both discipline and
creativity—and it can be fun.
8. Mini lectures can still be an important part of a class session. They can summarize,
make transitions, introduce new, related topics, and provide necessary background.
9. “Coverage” begins to appear in a new light—where the mastery of facts takes a back seat
to the demonstration of understanding through making statements, asking questions,
venturing comparisons and other processes.
10. Forms of evaluation or assessment need to be aligned with what actually goes on in the
classroom. The work done in class sessions needs to be connected to the work done on
higher stakes assignments.
11. You never quite know what will happen . . .
12. and that gives everyone an incentive to come to class, ready to work.
“Watch Gene’s decidedly untechnological TEDx talk on Millennialism”
Editor’s Note: Join us every Tuesday and Friday over the next two months as we explore more
ways that we can achieve our teaching goals more effectively when lecturing less.
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