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SYDNEY – Large lecture halls are
starting to disappear from Austral-
ian universities as students in-
creasingly fail to turn up for
lectures and demand material on-
line.

The shift away from lecture the-
atres to smaller settings is happen-
ing as this generation of students,
weaned on smartphones and Face-
book, chafe at the idea of sitting
passively before a lecturer.

Some universities have even
proposed getting rid of the term
“lecturer”.

The University of Technology
Sydney and University of Canber-
ra, for example, are planning
upgrades which include online
laboratories with high-speed
Internet access, and do-it-your-
self workspaces where tutors and
facilitators provide online sup-
port.

“The large lecture theatre, if
not dead now, is disappearing,”
Professor Ian Young, vice-chan-
cellor of the Australian National
University (ANU), told a Sydney
conference last month.

“On-campus education is go-
ing to change... Why in the world
would a student come along and
sit in a passive lecture with 300
other students when he can ac-
cess the material online himself?”
he asked.

However, he has warned that
universities risk destroying their
livelihoods and revenues if – like
print newspapers – they offer all
their content for free online.

“Once you have given away
something, it is very difficult then

to make people pay for it,” he
said.

Indeed, while the shift away
from campus-based learning is
occurring across the country, it
has been embraced more strongly
by smaller or more regional univer-
sities, rather than the traditional,
more prestigious sandstone insti-
tutions.

While Prof Young says ANU,
one of the country’s leading uni-
versities, will never “become a ma-
jor online provider”, the Universi-
ty of Canberra, a less prestigious
university, has signalled a move
away from traditional learning.

Its vice-chancellor, Professor
Stephen Parker, has said he hopes
to never again sign off on the con-
struction of a traditional lecture
hall.

“We are now coming to the
end of the dullest period of higher
education lecturing – a period
where attendance falls away after
week two, the remaining students
sit there mutely, half listening,

half doing SMS or Facebook,
knowing they can listen to the au-
dio when they need to,” he said in
a lecture late last year.

“I can no longer see the point
of delivering a whole unit through
12 or 13 weeks of consecutive lec-
tures.”

University of Technology Syd-
ney student Stephanie Kennedy,
24, said she is having more discus-
sions with other students than
ever before – online.

“We read one another’s work
and comment on (them),” Ms
Kennedy, who is studying for a
postgraduate degree in journal-
ism, told The Straits Times. “I
think it helps you to get to know
your classmates.”

Melbourne’s Monash Universi-
ty, Australia’s largest university,
said the change is “not in one
direction only”.

Its deputy vice-chancellor for
education, Professor Adam Shoe-
maker, told The Straits Times
that some lecturers were increas-

ing attendance by incorporating
online material or offering materi-
al in advance.

One engineering lecturer, he
said, got more students to show
up after he piqued their interest
with short pre-lecture videos –
“like movie trailers” – containing
questions and summaries.

At the University of New Eng-
land, where 80 per cent of the stu-
dents are either “online only” or
“predominantly online”, adminis-
trators are preparing for a future
with few or no old-style lecture
halls.

Instead, campuses will aim at
facilitating social activities or en-
hanced Web-based learning, such
as live hook-ups between medical
students and teachers from surgi-
cal theatres around the world.

The university’s vice-chancel-
lor and chief executive, Professor
Jim Barber, said universities need
to rethink their entire reason for
existence and should no longer
see their aim as “imparting infor-
mation”.

He believes academics should
no longer be referred to as “lectur-
ers” and should instead be called
“mentors” or “navigators”.

“There is nothing that can be
said in a lecture theatre that is not
available more readily – and often
more engagingly – online,” he
told The Straits Times.

“Some colleagues have put in
punitive measures for (students)
not showing up – which is like
King Canute (trying to turn back
the tide). Students today don’t
need to assemble at one place and
at one time to obtain informa-
tion.”

Much of the learning will be
done at home or in small work-
spaces set up by the university.
The main role of campuses, Prof
Barber thinks, will increasingly be
for social and extra-curricular ac-
tivities.

“You can’t make friends or do
sport or drink beer online,” he
said.
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WHY GO FOR LECTURES?

Why in the world would a student come along and sit in a passive
lecture with 300 other students when he can access the material
online himself?

– Professor Ian Young, vice-chancellor of the Australian National University

 

A collaborative e-learning workspace at Monash University – an example of a
shift away from lecture theatres to smaller settings. PHOTO: MONASH UNIVERSITY
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