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Sarah E. Forgle,
who spices up
her lectures
with music and
podcasts

Ms. Forgie, an
associate professor
of pediatrics at
the University of
Alberta, gives medical students song
parodies and other offbeat study aids
for her bacteriology class. Her favorite
podcasts include “Sweet Tetani” (an
infectious sendup of “Sweet Caroline”)
and “Bad Bugs" (a parody of the
Bloodhound Gang's “The Bad Touch™).

COURTESY OF
SATAH PORCIE

Q. \'\:I:y did you start doing pod-

AL This was actually a summer
project I had a student do. I just had
an idea. My kids love their iPods,
and my husband loves his iPod. I'm
not quite as savvy, but I thought,
Wouldn't it be cool if I could put
something interesting and succinct on
an iPod for my course?

Q. ‘What did the student come
up with?

A.. I gave him the general informa-
tion for the course and let him think
about it and what would be useful to
students. He made weekly reviews,
including some songs.

Q. How were the podcasts re-
ceived?

A They were really helpful. Our hy-
pothesis was that the students would
like the songs better than the spoken
podcasts, but they were pretty much
equally well received.

Q. Did students who used the
podcasts get higher grades?

A.. The surveys about the podcasts
were anonymous, 50 we don’t know,

Q. ‘What other kinds of alterna-
tive teaching methods do you use
in your class?

A. Ido a beatnik poem about Harry
Houdini. [The magician died of an
infection after his appendix rup-
tured.] T came up with a way of set-
ting this poem to music and called it
“Harry Houdini and the Enteric Jazz
Band.” I said, “Here are the bugs that
are the big players in abscess forma-
tion. This bug is this instrument,

and that bug is that instrument.”

I started telling the story of how
Harry Houdini died. At one point the
saxophone stops and the other instru-
ments keep going, just like how this
one bug doesn’t die and sits there and
waits for the right conditions. When
the conditions are right in the story,
the sax starts playing again. It kind of
was to symbolize the time it takes for
an abscess to form. In tests I found
that stuff presented in notes or in
more didactic lecture form resulted
in 50- to 60-percent recall, and stuff
from the jazz band had around 100-
percent recall.

Q. Do these methods make your
d better d 5P

A, Absolutely, It shows they can
have a little bit of fun and still learn,
and that not everything has to be
‘serious and boring.

—CATHERINE RAMPELL

Short and Sweet: Technology Shrinks the Lecture

BY JEFFREY R. YOUNG

ALTON A. KEHOE, an associ-
ate professor of communi-
cation studies at York Uni-

versity, in Toronto, has for decades
won teaching awards and praise for
his lectures. So when he was asked
to do his first online course, a cou-
ple of years ago, he was excited to
head into a studio to capture his
50-minute talks on video.

When the recordings went on-
line, however, they were anything
but hits. The main complaint: They
were much too long.

“Tt was the most extremely bor-
ing thing my students had ever
seen,” Mr. Kehoe acknowledges.
His course evaluations, usually
glowing, grew dismal.

I had to sit to down and look
at these lectures and realize that
when you're looking at someone
online as a talking head and shoul-
ders in video, you just want to kill
yourself after about 20 minutes,”
he says with a laugh.

So, for the first time in his 40
years of teaching, he decided to
overhaul his lectures. He broke
them up into 20-minute segments,
each focusing on a narrow topic.

Other professors who have ven-
tured into online education have
made the same discovery: Just be-
cause 50-minute classroom ses-
sions are the norm on a college
schedule does not make that the
ideal duration for students outside
the lecture hall.

“Best practices are suggest-
ing that shorter, modular clips ...
are more successful than 50-min-
ute sections,” says John G. Flores,
chief executive of the United States
Distance Learning Association.
“The days of having someone lec-
ture for 50 minutes via video pret-
ty much are—or are least should
be—a thing of the past,” he says,

And professors who have exper-
imented with the short form on-
line have learned something else:
Shorter may work better in the
classroom, 100,

RISE OF ‘MINILECTURES"

When talks are recorded, it's
easy to experiment with differ-
ent formats. Al Ducharme, assis-
tant dean of distance and distrib-
uted learning at the University of
Central Florida, records his on-
line lectures in his office, using a
Webcam and software by Tegrity
Inc., a learning-technology com-
pany, that can grab the PowerPoint
slides he shows during his talk. He
points out that the standard length
for video on the Internet is short—
just a few minutes—and that such
brevity is what students are used
to. He divides his lectures into
topic-based segments and makes
each one only as long as the mate-
rial warrants,

“Some traditional lectures are
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Diane Zorn, an instructor at York U., in Toronto, films what she calls a “minilecture” in a campus studio.

50 minutes just because lectures al-
ways tended to be 50 minutes—but
there's not 50 minutes worth of ma-
terial in there,” he says. “When I'm
done, I'm done. I'm not just going to
keep talking just fill up the time."

Diane Zorn, an instructor at
York University, calls her videos
for online courses “minilectures.”
She records them using a system
from Sonic Foundry called Media-
site, designed to capture lectures
and stream them online.

“I think even with a dynamic
speaker, students after 30 minutes
or 40 minutes are not going to be
taking much in,” she says.

Ms. Zorn mixes the short lec-
tures with hands-on activities. In
one recorded lecture for a course
on reasoning, for instance, she asks
students to pause the video, open
up a worksheet from the course
Web site, and watch a short clip
from the film Bowling for Col-
umbine while answering a series
of questions about the arguments
made in the clip.

“Students want to go discover
things on the Internet themselves,”
she says, calling straight lectur-
ing too passive. “Passive learning
is even worse online than in the
classroom. At least in the lecture
hall, there are people around you
that if you fall asleep, someone can
give you a nudge.”

ALTERING TRADITION

Ms. Zorn says she has applied
some lessons learned from teach-
ing online to her classroom teach-
ing. :

She now delivers minilectures

in person, and in between them

she divides the students into teams
to perform exercises on classroom
computers. *I think this would
have been effective all along,” she
says of her new lecture style.

Mr. Kehoe, the communication-
studies professor at York, says his
experience online has also changed
his performance in person.

When he teaches an hourlong
class, he now breaks his material
up into sections so he can stop ev-
ery 15 minutes or so for a three-
minute break, during which he'll
show a comedy video clip from
YouTube or another Web site.

“I turned it into a kind of con-
test,” he says. “They get to submit
to me what they think are the fun-
niest videos,” and he picks from
those, rejecting any that are too
racy. (The biggest hit with stu-
dents so far has been a Web video
called “Do Not Fart”™; the Cana-
dian comic Russell Peters is also
popular.)

Those short breaks pay off, he
says. “When they move back to lis-
tening to me, they're concentrating
in a way they weren't before.”

His students agree. “It made
classes feel shorter,” says Adelaida
Ortega, a student who graduated
from York this month. “By having
the lecture divided up into small-
er sections, the course content
seemed less overwhelming, I didn't
feel like the material was zooming
by me”

Another of Mr. Kehoe's re-
cent students, Jessica McCrossan,
says the class always looked for-
ward to the “laugh break,” as stu-
dents called it. “1 found it not only
helped break the tension and relax

us, it helped to bring us closer to
the professor as a person.”

OVERSIMPLIFYING?

Not everyone thinks that breaking
up lectures is a good idea, though.

Marian C. Diamond, a profes-
sor of anatomy and neuroscience
at the University of California at
Bérkeley who has taught for more
than 40 years, says her students of-
ten ask for her lectures to be lon-
ger, not shorter. “We're following
systems, and you want to give as
complete a lecture at a time as pos-
sible,” she says. “That's what wor-
ries me about education today. Ev-
erybody’s trying to simplify it.”

But some longtime classroom
professors say they have been or-
ganizing their lectures in smaller
units all along.

“My lectures are already broken
up into shorter sections,” says Wal-
ter H.G. Lewin, a professor of phys-
ics at the Massachusetts lnstitute
for Technology, who has taught for
more than 40 years. “It varies from
five minutes to 25 minutes.”

His unusual lectures are full of
playful demonstrations, almost a
series of educational shorts.

The lectures are popular on the
campus. And when MIT recently
put recordings of them on You-
Tube, they quickly drew thousands
of hits.

Mr. Kehoe, of York, says the
irony is that in his communication
courses, he has long taught that
people’s attention tends to drift af-
ter about 20 minutes of listening to
information on any one topic. But
he had never taken the advice to
heart.




