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A guide to the use of
mass instruction techniques

Introduction

This booklet and the two others that accompany it (“A guide to the
use of individualised learning tochniques” and “A guide :0 the use of
group learning techniques”) are sequels to booklet number 2 in the
series - ‘‘A guide to the selection of instructional methods” - which
it is suggested should be read before the present booklet.

In “A guide to the selection of instructional methods”, we saw how
the selection of appropriate instructional methods should be the
second key step in any systematic approach to course or curriculum
design, following the formulation of the instructional aims and
objectives (see booklet number 1, “Educational objectives”). We
also saw how instructional methods can be divided into three broad
groups, namely mass Instruction technlques, Individualised learning
techniques, and- group leaming techniques, and took a brief
introductory look at each type. In this booklet, we will take a much
more detailed look at the first of these three groups, namely, mass
Instruction techniques. First, we will examine the methods
themseives, identifying their main characteristics and discussing
their respective strengths and weaknesses. Then we will take a brief
look at the different roles that instructional materials of various types
can play in mass instruction situations and give some guidance as to
how to select instructional rnaterials for specific purposes.

The main mass instruction techniques

In this section, we will discuss four of the most common methods
that are used in mass instructional situations, namely /ectures and
Simiiar expository techniques, film and video presentations,
educat/onal broadcasts, and mass practical and studio work. Within
each of these categories, there are, of course, a wide variety of
different approaches and tactics that may be adopted, but, as we will
see, a number of generalizations can be made, and it is on these
that we will concentrate. It < ,ould, incidentallv, be emphasized at this
point that the techniques uf ‘mass instruction’ may well be received
by small numbers of students (or even by individual studentsl) as
well as by large audiences. Thus, the term ‘mass’ is used more in a
qualitative than a strictly quantitative sense.
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iLectures and similar expository techniques

Although the term ‘lecture’ is normally used in the context of tertiary
educstion and training, we will take it to cover any situation in which a
teacher or instructor talks to (or at!) a class of pupils, students or
trainees. Despite a plethora of other teaching methods being
available, the face-to-face expository talk or ‘lecture’ still holds a
central position at many levels of education, and will undoubtadly
continue to do so for some considerable time to come. It is therefore
rather surprising that comparatively little is known about the
educational effectiveness of the lecture. Also, what little information
has been established as a result of controlled, empirical research is
not particularly widely known, especially among practising teachers,
lecturers and trainers. Thus, the streiigth with which opinions on the
usefulness of lectures are held is frequently greator than the strength
of the grounds upon which these opinions are based| In addition, the
problem of defining what constitutes a ‘good lecture’ is exceedingly
difficult, since several research studies have indicated that individual
students appreciate not only different, but sometimes conflicting
things in a lecture.

Some strengths of the lecture method

(i) Undoubtedly, one of the reasons that the lecture has retained
its dominant place in the educational and training scene is
that the method appears to be highly cost effective, since it
enables high student/staff ratios to be achieved; 100 stu-
dents can, for example, be taught just es eftectively as 10 in
a lecture situation.

(ii) Another point in the lecture's favour is that it appears to be
just as effective as other teaching methods at conveying in-
formation when well done. The majority of ctudies which nave
compared the lecture method with other methods designed
for developing lower cognitive skills have not been able to
detect any difference that is statistically significant, and
those studies which have shown a measurable difference
have been approximately equally distributed either way. (It is
worth pointing out, however, that most teaching methods are
not particularly efficient at imparting information; a common
figure quoted is approximately 40 per cent recall of informa-
tion by students immediately after a lecture — and, unless

- reinforcement takes place, even this level of ability to recall
material falls off rapidly with time.)

iii) Many teachers feel more comfortable using the lecture
method than they do using other, perhaps more participa-
tive, methods. Also, several studies have reported that tne
lecture method appears to be popular with students, al-
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though this may be largely due to familiarity and to a lack of
appreciation on their behaif of the possible advantages of
alternative methods of teaching.

Some weaknesses of the lecture method

(i

(ii)

(iii)

(iv)

One aspect of the lecture method which causes some con-
cern is that its effectiveness is inevitably very dependent on
the skills of the individual lecturer. The ability to organize and
explain a topic does not come naturally except to a fortunate
few individuals, while fewer still are able to capitalize on their
personal charisma in order to ‘capture’ their audience. Some
guidance on basic lecturing technique is given in another
booklet in this series (*“Some hints on how to be an effective
lecturer”), and further, more detailed guidance can be found
in the three books on the subject listed in the “Further Read-
ing” section at the end of this booklet.

In addition, the resultant effectiveness of a lecture relies
heavily on the ability of the students to /earn from it. Here,
the possession of appropriate study skiiis is an extremely im-
portant factor, and it may well be necessary to make a con-
scious effort to help students to develop good study tech-
niques before the full educational potential of the lecture
method can be realised. .
Research studies aimed at comparing the lecture with other
teaching methods have shown that it is not particularly effec-
tive in developing high-level thought amongst students
(Bloom's higher cognitive areas), nor at teaching towards de-
sirable attitudes (Bloom's affective domaln) compared with
methods (such as group discussions or particigative simula-
tions) which involve niore student activity. Thus, the lecture
may not be quite as ecanomical as it is generally believed to
be in terms of achieving the entire range of course objec-
tives, especially if a teacher does not appreciate the limita-
tions of lectures anu fails to combine their use with other,
more participative, methods.

Many of the disadvantages of the lecture method stem from
the fact that students are normally completely passive in lec-
iures, spending most of their time either listening or writing
down notes. Thus, the method is intrinsically non-interactive,
although it is possible to get round this deficiency by building
in things fike buzz sessions (short problem -solving or discus-
sion sessions in which the students work on their own or in
small groups and then feed back information based on.the
task set to the teacher and to the rest of the class).
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v) In a lecture, all students are forced to proceed at one pace,
namely, that dictated by the teacher, with usually very lttle
opportunity for feedback from the students. This inevitably
produces a wide variation in understanding throughou: a iec-
ture class, making the method weak in terms of universal
mastery of topics. Also, within a lecture structure, individual
problems and difficulties cannot normally be dealt with in a
satisfactory manner. A related difficulty is that the teacher’s
perception of a subject is not necessarily the same as that of
the students in all cases.

(vi) Anather problem caused by the passive nature of lectures is
that student attention tends to fall off rapidly with time. This
fall-off takes the form of an increasing frequency of attention
breaks (sometimes called micros/eeps) in which the student
‘switches off’ concentration for a short time. The length of
time for which a student can maintain full attention to the task
of listening and writing is called the attention span. In a typi-
cal 50 minute ‘straight’ lecture, research carried out at Glas-
gow University has shown that student attention span de-
creases steadily as the lecture progresses. Typically, it falls
from about 12-15 minutes at the start of the lecture to
around 3-5 minutes towards the end. Attention breaks usu-
atly last for about 2 minutes, although their pattern of occur-
rence is atfected by a number of factors. It is found, for ex-
ample, that if the lecturer incorporates delibsrate breaks in
the lecture (practical demonstrations, buzz sessions, visual
stimuli and so on), the net effect is that the progressive de-
cline in student attention is temporarily halted. Skilled timing
of these variations can improve the attention span pattern
considerably, and it is likely that any lecture time that is lost
in providing these ‘mental breathers’ for students is probably
more than recouped in terms of effective student learning.

Research findings seem to indicate that, for a straightforward,
fact-giving lecture, the optimum time for the most effective transfer
of knowledge is probably no longer that about 20 minutes, even with
comparatively hright students; with young, immature or less able
students, it is even shorter. Despite this, virtually all institutions
continue to timetable lecture-type classes for much longer periods ~
taything from 40 minutes to two hours or more.

Thus, if they are tc be used to optimum effect, the limitations of
lectures must be recognized, both by course and curriculum
planners and by the teachers, lecturers and trainers who actually
work at the ‘chalk face’. The latter, in particular, should realize that
‘sctures are much more effective if they are used in conjunction with
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a suitable combination of supportive and complementary teaching
methods rather than on their own.

Film and video presentations

For many years, films have been widely used in education (and,
even more commonly, in training situations) as a mass-instructional
teaching method in their own right. With the arrival of the
videocassette recorder, which makes it easier to show film-type
programraes in the classroom, this practice has become even more
prevalent. Thus, an evar-increasing range of films and videocassette
programmes are now being made for all sectors of education and
training. As well as being a teaching method in their own right, short
films and video clips can, of course, also be incorporated into
lecture-type presentations in order to provide illustrative visual
stimulation and variety of approach.

Some strengths of film and video presentations

(i) Film and video presentations can, on occasions, be used as
a highly effective 'lecture substitute'. They are particularly
usefui if the content has a high visual impact, where a variety
of techniques such as animatiori, time-lapse photography
and close-up work can be used to good effect.

(ii) Film and video progremmes can provide an impression of life
outside the classroom which would otherwise be inconvenient
or perhaps impossible to achieve. They can, for example,
st.ow lifestyles in other countries, scientific processes at the
microscopic level, complicated industrial processes, theatri-
cal productions, and so on.

(iii) A professionally scripted and produced film or video
programme may well be better structured than its lecture-
type equivalent, and is almost certain to be more visually
relevant and more stimulating than a lecture, even if the lat-
ter is supported by slides and uther visual aids. Further ad-
vantages are that appropriate films or videos can help to add
variety to lecture-dominated courses, and can be used to
stimulate discussion and debate.

Some weaknesses of film and video presentations

(i) The most common mis-use of films and videos occurs when
the media are used purely for convenience rather than for
sound educational reasons. The use of a film or video should
not be thought of as an easy option, or ‘something to keep a
class quiet’. Indeed, it is important that a teacher or instfuc-
tor should carry out a critical preview of the programme in
order to check on its quality and assess its relevance to the
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course. This will enabie the teacher or instructor to introduce
the programme properly, to explain its context and to pre-
pare for class discussion after it has been shown.

(ii) Another possible educational disadvantage of using film and
video presentations is that the teacher or trainer effectively
relinquishes control over his or her class for the duration of
the presentation, handing over this control to the maker of
the film or video. This makes it doubly important that such
presentations shouid only be used where they offer some dis-
tinct advantage over other, more conventional methods of
teaching in facilitating achievement of a particular set of ob-
jectives.

iii) One practical disadvantage of both films and videos is that
neither can be shown without the appropriate hardware.
Also, there is often a financial implication associated with us-
ing a programme; indeed, in many cases, hiring or buying a
film or video can be quite expensive, particularly if it is to be
used in a commercial or industrial training context rather than
in an educational situation.

(iv) An additional problem associated with the use of videocas-
sette machines to record broadcast television programmes
off-air is that there may well be copyright difficulties associ-
ated with showing the programmes in an educational or train-
ing situation. Although certain programmes are officially clas-
sified as ‘educational’, and may therefore legitimately be
used with classas, the main television output (parts of which
- documentaries. popular science programmes, etc. — may
in fact have a high degree of educational relevance) may not
legally be recorded on a videocassette recorder for subsequent
use with a class. Some of these programmes are, however,
available for purchase or hire from the appropriate broad-
casting authorities or their agents..

Educational broadcasts

Broadcast radio and television have a long history of use in education
and training, with programmes designed specifically for class use in
schools and colleges being transmitted by a lerge number of
broadcasting organizations in many parts of the world. In most
cases, however, the role of such programmes has been limited to
that of general interest, ‘optional extra’ or ‘bank-up’ materials, anc
it is only since the mid-1960’s that broadcasts of this type have
been used as front-line teaching tools. This development was
pioneered in Britain by the Open University (which was, it should be
remembered, originally known as the ‘University of the Air’); since
then, ‘broadcast lessons’ have t:een used as a key part of similar
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distance learning schemes in several other countries, including
Israel, Canada and Norway. Strictly speaking, the use of broadcast
radio and televirion programmes in a ‘distance learning’ as opposed
to a ‘classrcom’ situation should be classed as an ‘individualised
learning’ technique rather than a ‘mass instruction’ technique in the
sense in which we are interpreting the latter term in this booklet.
Such programmes are designad to be received by individuals, and,
in many cases, incorporate features (such as active participation on
the part of the learner or viewer) that are more generally associated
with individualised learning than with mass instruction. Thus, they are
only ‘mass instruction’ techniques in the sense that they are capable
of being recuived simultaneously by large numbers of people.

Some strengths of educational broadcasts

Educational radio and television broadcasts have the same basic
educational advantages as film and video presentations in that they
constitute high-quality material that can be used as an effective
substitute for or supplement to a conventional taught lesson as and
when appropriate, thus enabling 2 teacher, lecturer or trainer to
introduce variety into a course. They have, of course, a further
important advantage in that the material is made available free of
charge.

Some weaknesses of educational broadcasts

They also share some of the disadvantages of film and vigeo in that
they are always liab'e to be used in the wrong way (eg for keeping
classes quiet or filing slots in timetables) and again entail handing
over control of one’s class to someone else. A further disadvantage
is that the time of such broadcasts is fixed, so that they may be
difficult (or even impossible) to fit into the timetable, and cannot
normally be previewed before showing to a class. Both of these
problems can, of course, be overcome by recording the
programmes.

Mass practical and studio work

Within most teacher/institution-centred instructional systems,
laboratory and studio-type classes are a standard method of
teaching the practical aspects of a subject and of ‘using the theory’.
On the face of it, the use of practical sessions in this context would
appear to be capable of doing nothing but good; nevertheless,
careful analysis of their use is often necessary if the fullest potential
of such techniques is to be realized.
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Some strengths of practical classes

(®

(i)

For subjects in which the development of manipulative
(psychomotor) skills is important, a certain amount of practi-
cal work is obviously necessary. Indeed, in many cases,
there is simply no suitable alternative to actual ‘hands-on’
experience. However, it should be emphasized that such ma-
nipulative skills must be consciously taught for, and not just
allowed to develop (hopefully) of their own accord.
Another strength of practical sessions is that students gener-
ally enjoy their participative nature, which may provide a
stark contrast to other, more lecture-oriented classes. Also,
such sessions may give students an idea of some of the
real-life applications of topics which have only been treated
theoretically in lectures, thus helping to demonstrate the
relevance of the course as a whole.

Some weaknesses of practical classes

(i

(ii)

(iii)

(iv)

Practical and laboratory classes tend to be very expensive in
terms of time, manpower, equipment and materials. Hence,
the reasons for using practical sessions should be well
thought out, and they should not merely be used to fill allo-
cated timetable slots, as is so often the case.

As mentioned in the notes on “Educational objectives”, it is
highiy desirable that the objectives of each practical session
should be stated /n advance, so that both staff and students
know what it is intended should be gained from the work.
Unless this is done, the results may simply be ‘recipe follow-
ing’, with little or no understanding of what is going on, nor
appreciation of the purpose of the exercise.

Practical or laboratory 'vork all too often bears little resem-
blance to the actual situations and problems which exist in
real life, generally by being ‘over-simplified’. Thus, the per-
ceived relevance of such sessions is often much lower that
might be possible with a little more thought and ingenuity on
the part of the designers.

Although we have seen that one of the advantages of practi-
cal sessions is that they can be used to illustrate applications
of more theoretical work, it must be pointed out that student-
based laboratory sessions may not be the most economical
or efficient means of showing these. In some cuses, a simple
lecture/demonstration may well be much more effective.
Thus, whil9 basic psychomotor skills may well be taught ex-
tremely effectively in the laboratory, question marks hang
over the efficiency of the method in achieving other, higher-
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level objectives that are commonly associated with ‘practical
work’'.

The use of instructional materials in mass instruction

The ditferent roles that instructional materials can play in mass
instruction situations

Within the context of the various techniques that can be employed as
vehicles for mass instruction, audiovisual and other instructional
materials can play a number of roles. In some cases (eg the use of
visual aids, handouts or worksHeets in a lecture or taught lesson),
their role will probably be mainly supportive; in others (eg fitm or
video presentations or off-air broadcasts) they can constitute the
very essence of the method itself. In both cases, however, it is
important that the materials be chosen because of their suitabikty for
achieving the desired learning objectives, and not merely bacause
they ‘happen to be available’ or be.ause the teacher or instructor
wants to ‘fill in time’. Some of tne ways in which audiovisual and
other forms of Instructional materials can ba used in mass instruction
are given below.

° Forming an integral part of ihe main exposition by praviding
‘signposts’, guidance tor note-taking, handouts for later ref-
erence, illustrative materials, worksheets, etc;

L Providing supplementary material, (background reading, re-
medial or extension materials, enrichment material, and so
on);

] Increasing student motivation by introducing visually attrac-

tive, interesting or simply ‘different’ material into an othe.
wise routine lesson;

L llustrating applications, relations, integration of one toplc ’
with another, and so on.

As is shown in other booklets in this series which deal specifically
with instructional materials (booklets 10,11,13,14,15,16,17 and 18, a
large number of different types of materials can be used to fulfil
these various functions.

Choosing instructional materials for specific mass instructional
situations

The various audiovisual and other instructional rnaterials that can be
used in different types of instructional situatiori are described in a
separate bhooklet (“A review of the different types of instructional
materlals available to teachers and lecturers™), and it is strongly rec~
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Whatl t;’aslc !orr;r d'o y%:
want the mass Instruction ———o
to take?

a live expostti a mediated
of some sort presentation of
| som1 sort

What ~edium would be
most sultabla for support-
Ing your tasic prosentation?

What medium do you think
would be most appropriate?
e a llve or recorded radio

. e piinted or duplicated programme?
: materials? e a gramophone record?
: e & chakboard or marker- e an audiotape?
board display? e a tape/siide programme?
e gome other non-pro- e a sound fimstrip?
Jected display? e a radiovision Programme?
e pre-prepared OHP e acine fim?
mat ? e a five or recorded TV
e an OHP display produced broadcast?
during the presentation? L vldeo?materlal on video-
3 o a side fequence? t
. o a firvatrip? L \élkslgg mate-ial on video
L i T A
N 8| $ en
. none nqulr:g' e interactive video
material?
T—
Would your basio presen-
tation benefit from intro-
ducir.g any of the |
following elements?
I combined

combined audio and

) moving audio and moving "
audio visual still visual visual CsL
| material? material? -aterial? material? material?
1 L 1 [ 1 1
o a radio o a silent e a tape/ e a sound ¢ conven-
t:r::f;ao_lt? cine Imm? slide %’i’o; gine fiim? tlontalﬂ%B?L
e aloop gramme a tape- mate
phone fim? e a sound film a9 e inter-
records? ® video filmstrip? sequence? active
® audio- material e a radio- e aTV video
tape? on video- vision pro- broadcast? materiai?
tape? gramme? ® video
e video ® some material
material on other on videc-
videodisc? materiale?
® comp- ® video
uter gra- material
) on video-
e other
materials ? o inter-
material?

*Are you absolutaly surs? There are very few presentations «hat would not
benefit from the use of -some sort of support materials.
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ommended that this should be studied carefully before attempting to
choose materials for any particular purpose.

The algorithm on page 9 of this hooklet (which it is hoped is
self-explanatory) should then be used to help identify materials that
could be suitable for the purpose in question, with the final choice
depending on the preferences of the individual teacher or lecturer,
the availability or ease of production of the materials, and so on.

Further reading

1.

A handbook of educational tachnology by F Percival and H |
Ellington; Kogan Page, London; 1984 (This introductory text
on the principles and practice of educational technology
discusses mass instruction in some detail; it also contains a
comprehensive bibliography that lists a wide range of useful
books and articles on the subject).

Lecturing and explaining by G A Brown; Methuen, London;
1978. (an excellent book that is highly recommended to all
teachers, lecturers and trainers who have to carry out
expository teaching).

53 Interesting things to do in your lectures by G Gibbs, S
Habeshaw and T Habeshaw; Technical and Educational
Services Ltd.; 1984. (Another excsllent book that offers a
large number of useful hints to the practising teacher or
lecturer).

What's the use of lectures? by D A Bligh; Penguin,
Harmondsworth; 1972. (An inexpensive paperback that deals
in much more detail with many of the topics introcduced in
these notes; also highly recommended).




