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Special Technical Feature

EDUCATION THEN AND NOW: WHAT'S REALLY CHANGED?

Guest Editorial

The painting on the front cover shows that lectures have
been used as a method of imparting knowledge since at
least the 14th century. Perhaps the biggest difference
between this picture and the present situation is that for
most of us, class sizes are much bigger (and of course,
classes now include females as well as males). The
dominance of lectures for over 700 years implies that they
are an effective teaching method. But is this assumption
justified? Educational research would suggest that it is not.
It is increasingly clear that for effective learning to take
place, students must be actively involved, for example, by
questioning, analysing, solving problems or creating. By
contrast, lectures encourage a passive approach, where
many students completely fail to engage with what is
presented (also shown in the painting!).

Despite considerable evidence supporting the value of
active engagement, many science courses are still taught in a
largely traditional lecture and laboratory mode, leading to
the criticism that scientists are not approaching their
teaching scientifically (1). While this might be true on a
larger scale, it is certainly not true of many biochemistry and
molecular biology educators in Australia. We have an active
community of educators who do consider evidence-based
approaches to learning outcomes and the articles in this
issue offer some insights into innovative teaching strategies
and the value of educational research. Liz Johnson provides
an excellent overview of the student-centred approach,
where learning and teaching is focussed on the needs and
interests of the student, rather than those of the teacher. She
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illustrates the benefits of this approach to both staff and
students. A student-centred perspective was crucial to the
successful restructure of a first-year biology course
described by lan Menz and Karen Burke da Silva. The
restructuring involved paying more attention to different
student backgrounds, including more active learning and
linking labs, tutorials and lectures more effectively, resulting
in significant improvements to student learning. Brett
Lidbury and Felicia Zhang have adopted language teaching
strategies to engage students with the ever-expanding
vocabulary of molecular biology, helping them de-mystify
primary literature. Finally, the team led by Tony Wright and
Susan Hamilton discusses a tool that can be used to assess
student conceptual understanding, the concept inventory.
They also show how a greater knowledge of what students
think can then lead to enhanced teaching strategies and
improved learning outcomes.

These articles show just a few of the exciting things that
are happening in biochemistry and molecular biology
education in Australia. The range of different activities
nicely demonstrates that we have moved well past the
traditional reliance on lectures. The state of biochemistry
and molecular biology education in Australia is both
scientifically and educationally sound, and well grounded
in the 21st century.
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In the next issue...

In April, Showcase on Research will be on Apoptosis — Guest Editor: John Silke
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