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"Superstars" to teach large classes (0340) 
Student retention and throughput rates in higher education are worldwide concerns, with more than a fifth of students dropping out (Banks, 2008). In South Africa, the attrition rate of roughly a quarter of the first year students in the Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences at the University of Pretoria is alarming.

In a longitudinal study to investigate first year expectations and the reasons why students drop out, we investigated the key characteristics of an effective lecturer, and how students experience large classes. We conducted 5 focus group interviews with 155 first, second and third year students from the Faculty. We followed a common interview protocol, addressing known issues and conducted qualitative analysis of the transcribed interviews.

Like Messineo et al (2007), we found that large classes were not solely responsible for poor learning experiences. Students consistently indicated that the teaching style of the lecturer and the support they received strongly influenced their class attendance and motivation. Popular and inspirational lecturers drew crowds, even if students had to arrive early and contend with seating shortages. Students attend class (even sitting on the floor, sharing desks, teaching and learning resources) – if the lecturer is well prepared and practices interactive teaching and learning, giving copious feedback. Apart from subject expertise, students expected good communication, language and presentation skills. It was important that lecturers maintained sufficient discipline in the large classes and successfully combat disruptive elements. Students also expected to be treated respectfully and as individuals. Lecturers’ subject and teaching enthusiasm was key.

This Faculty will henceforth design a structured professional development programme for teaching staff.
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