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Read the article and answer the questions given below. 

COLLEGE LECTURES: IS ANYBODY LISTENING? 

 

David Daniels 

 

College students are doodling in their notebooks or gazing off into space as their instructor lectures 

for fifty minutes. What is wrong with this picture? Many would say that what is wrong is the 

students. However, the educator and author David Daniels would say that the lecture itself is the 

problem. As you read this article, see if you agree with Daniels’s analysis of lectures and their 

place in a college education. 

 

 

[A] (…) One problem with lectures is that listening intelligently is hard work. Reading  the 

same material in a textbook is a more efficient way to learn because students can proceed as 

slowly as they need to until the subject matter becomes clear to them. Even simply paying 

attention is very difficult; people can listen at a rate of four hundred to six hundred words a 

minute, while the most impassioned professor talks at scarcely a third of that speed. This time lag 

between speech and comprehension leads to daydreaming. Many students believe years of 

watching television have sabotaged their attention span, but their real problem is that listening 

attentively is much harder than they think. 

 

[B] Worse still, attending lectures is passive learning, at least for inexperienced listeners. 

Active learning, in which students write essays or perform experiments and then have their work 

evaluated by an instructor, is far more beneficial for those who have not yet fully learned how to 

learn. While it's true that techniques of active listening, such as trying to anticipate the speaker's 

next point or taking notes selectively, can enhance the value of a lecture, few students possess 

such skills at the beginning of their college careers. More commonly, students try to write 

everything down and even bring tape recorders to class in a clumsy effort to capture every word.  

 

[C] Students need to question their professors and to have their ideas taken  seriously. Only 

then will they develop the analytical skills required to think intelligently and creatively. Most 

students learn best by engaging in frequent and even heated debate, not by scribbling down a 

professor's often unsatisfactory summary of complicated issues. They need small discussion 

classes that demand the common labors of teacher and students rather than classes in which one 

person, however learned, propounds his or her own ideas. 

 

[D] The lecture system ultimately harms professors as well. It reduces feedback to  minimum, 

so that the lecturer can neither judge how well students understand the material nor benefit from 



2 | C r i t i c a l  W r i t i n g  
 

their questions or comments. Questions that require the speaker to clarify obscure points and 

comments that challenge sloppily constructed arguments are indispensable to scholarship. 

Without them, the liveliest mind can atrophy. Undergraduates may not be able to make telling 

contributions very often, but lecturing insulates a professor even from the beginner's naïve 

question that could have triggered a fruitful line of thought.  

 

[E] If lectures make so little sense, why have they been allowed to continue? Administrators 

love them, of course. They can cram far more students into a lecture hall than into a discussion 

class, and for many administrators that is almost the end of the story. But the truth is that faculty 

members, and even students, conspire with them to keep the lecture system alive and well. 

Lectures are easier on everyone than debates. Professors can pretend to teach by lecturing just as 

students can pretend to learn by attending lectures, with no one the wiser, including the 

participants. Moreover, if lectures afford some students an opportunity to sit back 

and let the professor run the show, they offer some professors an irresistible forum for showing 

off. In a classroom where everyone contributes, students are less able to hide and professors less 

tempted to engage in intellectual exhibitionism. 

 

[F] Smaller classes in which students are required to involve themselves in discussion put an 

end to students' passivity. Students become actively involved when forced to question their own 

ideas as well as their instructor's. Their listening skills improve dramatically in the excitement of 

intellectual give-and-take with their instructors and fellow students. Such interchanges help 

professors do their job better because they allow them to discover who knows what-before final 

exams, not after. When exams are given in this type of course, they can require analysis and 

synthesis from the students, not empty memorization. Classes like this require energy, 

imagination, and commitment from professors, all of which can be exhausting. But they compel 

students to share responsibility for their own intellectual growth. 

 

[G] Lectures will never entirely disappear from the university scene both because they seem 

to be economically necessary and because they spring from a long tradition in a setting that 

values tradition for its own sake. But the lectures too frequently come at the wrong end of the 

students' educational careers-during the first two years, when they most need close, even 

individual, instruction. If lecture classes were restricted to junior and senior undergraduates and 

to graduate students, who are less in need of scholarly nurturing and more able to prepare work 

on their own, they would  be far less destructive of students’ interests and enthusiasm than the 

present system. After all, students must learn to listen before they can listen to learn.  

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Question 1: Paraphrase the extracted statements below: [30 points] 

1- Students need to question their professors and to have their ideas taken  seriously. Only then 

will they develop the analytical skills required to think intelligently and creatively. [Paragraph 

C] 

2- Lectures will never entirely disappear from the university scene both because they seem to be 

economically necessary and because they spring from a long tradition in a setting that values 

tradition for its own sake. [Paragraph G] 

 

Question 2: Summarize the reading in one paragraph. [35 points] 

 Notes:  - Make sure that all the main points and important details, together with the  

documentation, are included. 

  - Paraphrasing strategies are also used for summarizing. 

Question 3: Write a reaction paragraph to one of the points of the reading. [35 points] 

Notes:   - Use your own personal experiences and pre-existing knowledge to illustrate or  

develop your reaction. 


