
 

Contains Explicit Content: Designing Memorable Lectures 

Explicit lectures provide transparency and structure.  

Memorable lectures prompt focus and connections.  

Explicit and Memorable lectures lead to deep learning and engagement. 

ICON LENSE DESCRIPTION 

 
TRANSPARENCY. Transparent teaching and learning methods explicitly focus on 
how and why students are learning course content in particular ways.  

 
STRATEGIES TO PROVIDE TRANSPARENCY 

 Be clear (to yourself especially) about The Big Why (Barkley & Major, 2018).  
o The Big Why involves identifying the main reason for choosing to share information 

through a lecture instead of another medium (i.e., textbook or outside reading material).  
o Your Big Why should not only be related to course goals and objectives; it should also 

identify the greater purpose of lecturing (e.g., share enthusiasm about the topic, provide 
an alternative point of view to the topic, help develop students’ skills).  

o The Little Why is the reason you have chosen to offer a presentation on a particular 
subject, at a particular time, to a particular group of students.  

o Consider asking yourself: “What do I want students to remember from this lecture or 
discussion next week? Next year?” (Fink, 2013) 

 Connect content and activities to learning objectives (Svinicki & McKeachie, 2014).  
o For each lecture, tell students how the material and activities relate to the learning 

objectives found in their syllabus. 
 Tell students about skills-related goals vs. knowledge-related goals (Winklemes, 2013). 

o For each class session, explain to your students both how the content and activities for 
the day improve their ability to perform disciplinary tasks and how the content and 
activities will increase their disciplinary knowledge.  

o Give students clear instructions on the tasks they will perform, listing each step. 
o Provide clear criteria for success. Tell students how to take notes, what constitutes a 

valuable contribution to a class discussion, and what they should be able to do or know 
after class (E.g., explain cell division to a family member, compile a list of keywords they 
can use when searching library databases for critical perspectives on East German 
cinema, etc). 

 Share important concepts with students in a variety of formats.  
o Consider providing handouts that match the heading structure in your slides, but with 

further detail.  
o Direct attention to particularly important concepts by using verbal cues (“Big idea!”) or 

gestures (miming writing) (Harrington & Zakrajsek, 2017). 
o When introducing new material, use multiple examples (Ambrose et al, 2013). 



 

 Give students a sense of the big picture, and then fill in details (McGuire & McGuire, 2015).  
o Provide students with an outline of the topics to be covered in a class, why the topics are 

relevant, how the concepts relate to previously covered material, define any essential 
and/or tricky vocabulary, and then dig deeper into each topic. 

ICON LENSE DESCRIPTION 

 

STRUCTURE. Novice learners have not yet developed constructive ways to 
organize new information in their minds to effectively influence their learning. When 
students are given a structure for organizing new information, they learn more.  

 
STRATEGIES TO PROVIDE STRUCTURE 

 Make connections explicit by connecting new content to what students have already 
learned (Ambrose et al, 2013). 

o Refer to content from prior classes (“As you recall…”). 
o Reference key understandings as expressed by students in prior classes. 
o Point out both similarities and differences to prior ideas discussed. 
o Ask questions that encourage students to draw on lessons from prior classes (“How 

does this build on the structural engineering concepts we discussed last week?”). 

 Provide concept maps of the course and/or lecture that how concepts fit together 
(Ambrose et al, 2013). 

o Diagram your thinking about your topic, and share it with students. 
o Show how concepts relate, and how your map might align with or depart from the course 

readings. 
o Encourage students to ask questions about your organization of knowledge. 
o Return to your organization of knowledge repeatedly in a single class. 
o Have a board plan in addition to your PowerPoint slides. 
o Assign sorting tasks so students can work on their knowledge organizations. 

 
 Provide a lecture map or guided notes as handouts (Barkley & Major, 2018).  

o For guided notes, determine key concepts to which students should pay particular 
attention. Decide the amount of information you want students to capture (single 
words/definitions, or more involved equations or theories).  

o Create notes structure you can give to students, and leave blank spots for key concepts.  
       (K. Patricia Cross Academy, https://kpcrossacademy.org/techniques/guided-notes/) 

 Provide a logical pattern for the lecture or discussion (Ambrose et al, 2013; Svinicki & 
McKeachie, 2014; Barkley & Major, 2018).  

o Choose the right structure for the concepts discussed. Structures might include:  
 Time Sequence  
 Cause/Effect; Problem/Solution 
 Pro, Con, Resolution 
 Theory to Practice; Concept to Application 
 Familiar to Unfamiliar 
 Use of Story Structures (storytelling = facts that are meaningfully related) 



 

 
 Openly discuss how your own organization of knowledge developed over time, and get 

students to reflect on how they are building knowledge (Ambrose et al, 2013). 
o Don’t be afraid to share how you developed your disciplinary knowledge. Tell them: 

 misconceptions you once had,  
 key moments of intellectual development,  
 what influenced your thinking, and  
 strategies you used to organize and remember ideas.  

ICON LENSE DESCRIPTION 

 

FOCUS. Attention is a limited resource, so we should be intentional about how we 
manage teaching dense or complex information to students, how we present 
information, and what opportunities we provide to students to process new 
information.  

 
STRATEGIES TO PROVIDE FOCUS 

 Share lecture goals at the beginning of class 
o Come to class early and write the session goals or learning objectives on the board or 

frequently revisit them throughout the lecture. 
 Open class with a hook (Barkley & Major, 2018). 

o Use a hook to grab students’ attention at the beginning of class by displaying a 
quotation, question, or statistic; sharing a provocative scenario, unusual detail, or story 
to preview the lecture content for that day. 

 Pause for processing during the lecture (Stanley & Porter, 2002). 
o Stop the lecture every 10-15 minutes to allow students to work in pairs to compare and 

rework their notes for 3-5 minutes.  
o Ask what questions came up in their review. 

 Use periodic summaries (Svinicki & McKeachie, 2014). 
o Provide mini summaries of proceeding material to focus student note taking. 
o Repeat main points once, twice, thrice, during the lecture. 
o Think of your lecture as two or more mini-lectures separated by 5-10 minutes of 

questions, discussion, or writing. 

 Ask for a lecture summary at the end of class (Svinicki & McKeachie, 2014). 
o Ask students to summarize the most important points they heard in the lecture. 
o Ask a few students to share their summaries, and then show your summary for 

comparison. 
o Alternatively, you could collect the summaries as a formative assessment of student 

learning. 

 Use synthesis frames to close the lecture (Barkley & Major, 2018). 
o Present students with a template of sentence stems that provide the shape of a lecture-

synthesizing essay but not the content. 
o You can provide students with the concepts, or ask them to generate their own words to 

complete the sentences. 



 

ICON LENSE DESCRIPTION 

 

CONNECTIONS. Students will remember new information if they can add details to 
new concepts and integrate it with their existing knowledge. 

 
STRATEGIES TO PROVIDE CONNECTIONS 

 Activate prior knowledge at the beginning of class (Weinstein & Sumeracki, 2019). 
o Prompt students to engage in retrieval practice through low-stakes quizzes, free-writes, 

or to explain what they remember from last class to a peer. 
 Use a concept map “brain dump” to start class (Weinstein & Sumeracki, 2019). 

o Ask students to create a concept map from memory about everything they have learned 
about the topic to date. 

 Incorporate diagrams, illustrations, or icons throughout the lecture (Weinstein & 
Sumeracki, 2019). 

o Show multiple visual concrete examples of abstract ideas are helpful for understanding 
and remembering information. 

o Provide information in two formats: visual and verbal (text). 
 Engage students in elaborative interrogation in the middle of the lecture (Weinstein & 

Sumeracki, 2019). 
o Prompt students to ask themselves why and how things work and then produce the 

answers to those questions. 
o The main goal is to ask a number of questions that encourage students to explain the 

main concepts. 
 Use a flowchart or graphic to signal connections at the end of the lecture (Barkley & 

Major, 2018). 
o Make explicit connections between past lectures, the current lecture, and future content 

in ways that help students integrate the new material. 
o Flowcharts or graphics are helpful to visually show these connections. 
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