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What might you do when you encounter a class that is much larger than you are used too?  What
do you do to cope? How do you promote discussion when you have too many students? How do
you manage writing projects?  You might search for suggestions of how to handle the mechanics
of the larger class: how to monitor what is happening in the classroom (red cards, ombudspeople,
one minute message), how to mark the larger number of assignments, how to look after the
mechanics of presenting the lecture or of distributing marked assignments.  A preferred option is
to use the larger class as a context to reconsider how to facilitate learning.  

Good learning is vital in any class size, but large classes are less forgiving than small ones so it’s
particularly important to promote good teaching.  Consider these ideas to improve learning:

• Be clear on what learning and improving learning mean to you.
• Shift the focus from teaching to learning.
• Create an environment for active learning, where students are engrossed in thinking about

the subject.
• Use cooperative learning, where students must cooperate with each other in learning tasks.
• Interact with students, providing both quality and quantity of contact
• Give prompt feedback.
• Expect students to succeed.
• Satisfy the different learning styles of students.
• Recognize that assessment drives the learning.
• Have consistent goals with measurable criteria.
• Motivate your audience.
• Help students develop process skills to mange the tasks of learning and interaction.

Let’s expand on a few of these ideas: shifting the focus from teaching to learning, giving prompt
feedback, and providing time-on-task.  

FOCUS
One issue in handling large classes is the shift from a focus on delivery (the teaching) to a focus
on learning (the receiving).  With delivery, we concentrate on issues such as motivation,
decorum, the collection and distribution of materials, getting feedback about lectures, copying,
and doing course assessments.  Shifting to a focus on receiving, we promote active learning,
cooperative behavior, a "success" environment, student-faculty interaction, time spent on a task,
understanding different learning styles, developing process skills, providing prompt feedback,
and empowering students with assessment.
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But how do we manage these shifts in focus?  Providing prompt feedback to a large class may
seem overwhelming.  Some possible avenues include:

Mark fewer individual assignments
• Fewer total required
• Select a subset of the problems to mark
• Implement sampling and mark 3 out of 5
• Single cover page summary  

Mark fewer cooperative assignments
• Group works together, but indivual assignments are completed; one individual’s

assignment is randomly chosen, all in group receive this mark
• Mark group
• One person responsible for the assignment, completes it and peers in group mark and give

feedback so that it can be improved before it is formally submitted

Mark a more structured manner
• Format student presentation for ease in marking
• Format for marking/feedback

Feedback from peers or self-provided
• Mark assignments in-class, teacher-facilitated
• In-class feedback
• In class diads, groups of 2 providing exchange
• In-class triads, groups of 3 providing exchange

TIME-ON-TASK
How do you help students spend time productively on the learning task?  Some guides to keeping
students on the target and on the task:

At the beginning of the task
• Rationalize the task and tell students.
• Have clear, unambiguous, observable goals.
• Tell the goals to the students.
• Explain the route ahead.
• Use transparencies or written material to enrich instructions.
• Ask :Everyone clear on the task?" before starting.
• Identify the allowed time (use "30 seconds" instead of "1/2 minute").

During the task
• Monitor the time, ask "Everyone completed?" or "20 seconds more?"
• Use and display a timer, or use a bell not a buzzer.

After the task is completed
• Always close with reflection, "What have you discovered?"
• Always close each activity with discussion about the task, a leader can summarize or have

a diad discuss.
• Close full activity with goals.
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• Summarize with a DISCOVERY sheet, have students summarize, or you summarize.

SUMMARY
This work represents some of our experiences, the experience of other educators, and collected
feedback and information from workshops.  It is a small sampling of the techniques that may be
used to improve teaching and can be utilized when handling large classes.  Some are easier to
implement than others, some will require development to use in your particular circumstances,
and some may not work for you.  Take advantage of more effective learning and become more
productive when handling large classes.

RECENT REFERENCES
1. Bonwell, C.C., and  Eison, J.A., Active learning: Creating Excitement in the

Classroom,  ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Report No. 1, Washington, DC, George
Washington  University, 1991.

2. Brown, G. and Pendleberry, M., Assessing Active Learning, Parts 1 and 2, CVCP 
Universities' Staff Development and Training Unit, University House, Sheffield, S10
2TN, UK, 1991.

3. Coles, Colin "Is Problem-based Learning the Only Way?" Chapter 30 in The
Challenge  of Problem-based Learning, D.J. Boud and G. Feletti, eds., Kogan Page,
London, 1991.

4. Cooper, J., Prescott, S., Cook, L., Smith, L., Mueck, R. and Cuseo, J., Cooperative
Learning  and College Instruction. California State University Foundation, Long
Beach, CA, 1990.

5. Engel, C.E., "Not Just a Method but a Way of Learning," Chapter 2 in The Challenge
of  Problem-based Learning, D.J. Boud and G. Feletti, eds., Kogan Page, London,
1991.

6. Goodsell, A., Maher, M. and Tinto, V., Collaborative Learning: A Sourcebook for
Higher  Education, National Center on Postsecondary Teaching, Learning, and
Assessment,  Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA, 1992.

7. Heller, P. and Hollabaugh, M., "Teaching problem solving through cooperative 
grouping. Part 2: Designing problems and structuring groups," Am. J. Phys. 60(7),
637-644, 1992.

8. Heller, P., R. Keith, and Anderson, S., "Teaching problem solving through
cooperative  grouping. Part 1: Group versus individual problem solving," Am. J.
Phys. 60(7), 627-636, 1992.

9. Johnson, D. W., Johnson, R. T., and Smith, K. A., Cooperative Learning: Increasing
College  Faculty Instructional Productivity, ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Report
No. 4, George  Washington University, 1991.

10. Wankat, P. C., "What works: a quick guide to learning principles," Chem. Eng.
Education,  1993, 27,2, 120-121.

11. Woods, D. R., "Handling the large Class — Ways to Deal with a Potentially Big
Problem,"  JCST 1991, 20, 5, 297-300.

12. Woods, D. R., "Problem-based Learning: Helping your students gain the most from
PBL,"  Woods, Waterdown, ON, distributed by McMaster University Bookstore,
Hamilton ON, 1995.

DIANNE DORLAND is a Professor in the Department of Chemical Engineering at the University of
Minnesota Duluth, Duluth, MN 55812-2496.

DONALD R. WOODS is a Professor in the Department of Chemical Engineering at McMaster University,
Hamilton, Ontario L8S 4L7, Canada.

P
age 2.376.3


