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Dr. Roberts’ development of enquiry-based and active
approaches to visual communication provides a genuine
innovation in this area of teaching and learning that is
advancing pedagogic research and practice. The scope of [the]
research and practice demonstrate its capacity to reach across
disciplines
and a wide
range of
university
settings in
the UK and
beyond.
Specifically,
the HEA’s
support
for Dr. Roberts... recognizes the innovative approach to the
physiological match between how we learn and understand,
on the one hand, and on the other, how we teach and
communicate. The method is shown in the peer-reviewed
press to increase audience engagement and to strengthen
active learning practices where normally they are diminished.
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PREFACE
According to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
'half of the human brain is devoted directly or indirectly
to vision'. This book is about a major opportunity – a
paradigm shift – in how we convey complex data,
knowledge, messages and learning to our students by
exploiting underused cognitive capacity in all sighted
students, regardless oif disciplines. We have an opportunity
in the visual era to deploy imagery so we can better match
how we teach to how our students engage and learn at the
cognitive level. The human brain can process visually and
textually; we mainly rely on textual processing. We mostly
use words - when our brains are equipped to process
information visually, and when we inhabit the most visual
era of human evolution. Crucially, this message is not about
particular academic content or whether we believe we
are visual learners or otherwise. It is about cognition, not
content, context or culture. Anyone who sees, is a visual
learner. Everyone who sees processes information visually.
Any subject we teach, can be conveyed visually to one
degree or another. All sighted people possess the capacity
to absorb, learn, understand, engage and remember through
visual stimuli. That truth is a global, everyday reality. It
applies outside the lecture theatre as a norm. This book
shows that it can equally happen inside the lecture theatre,
and in the process, improve student engagement with
academic content and stimulate active learning practices.
The digital revolution and the world wide web’s capacity to
disseminate visual resources instantaneously has led to a
‘pictorial turn’ (Felten, 2008: 60). Social commentators like
Louis Tietje and Steven Cresap declare visual media
as ‘the main means of communication and expression’
in the digital era (2005). This pivoting, away from the
primarily textual and towards imagery as a parallel medium
of communication, represents for some the third great
communications revolution after writing, and then print.
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Each had radical implications for how we communicate,
and teaching is undeniably about communication. The rise
of digital communication and dissemination of information,
combined with the expansion of the Web, has enabled the
production, storage, dissemination and consumption of
digital images. Facebook alone was absorbing 300 million
images daily in 2013 (Cuthbertson et al, 2015: 158). An
array of platforms host billions of images made by amateurs
and professionals alike. Photography has been transformed
from an expensive, laborious and slow pursuit into a cheap,
effective and instant way to represent, document and share
planetary existence. Digital data banks have proliferated to
buy, control, market and sell images to billions of consumers.
Movies, news, mini-series and sport are carried globally
through digital networks. Professor Emeritus Merlin Donald
described these new digital media as ‘the new interface
between mind and world’ (2014). The move towards
imagery helps shape our students’ lives and expectations
long before they arrive with us, leading Julie Coats to argue
that universities face ‘the most visual of all learning cohorts’
(2006: 126). Yet on arrival at university, this is not the
experience they receive, for the most part. Until they get to
tertiary education, their learning experiences have combined
the textual and the visual, from the first moments they see
pop-up books, video and TV on demand, in play-school and
through to post-16 education.
What is perhaps surprising is that in HE, we have largely
ignored this opportunity and the intellectual rationale for
embracing it. I would suggest this disconnect is at the same
time disengaging and dangerous, and also a pedagogic
opportunity. It’s dangerous because the text-centric lecture
format is pedagogically, cognitively disadvantageous on
its own, since we have two key information processing
channels and mostly use just the textual channel. There’s
an opportunity, however, because we can easily transform
lectures to overcome that crucial cognitive disconnect.
We can integrate imagery into lectures not as appendages
or afterthoughts but as legitimated, parallel, simultaneous
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media of significance and value equal with text. Bifurcating
intake between both cognitive channels instead of feeding
exclusively text through just one reduces cognitive load
which in turn increases mental efficiency. There’s a handy
video of Richard Mayer speaking at Harvard that describes
this in greater detail here. When we use both channels, not
only do we then match how we teach to how our students
learn at the physiological, cognitive level. But in addition, we
organically increase student engagement and the production
of active learning processes in lecture spaces. By moving
from a dependence on a monomedia approach (primarily
text) to a valuing of multimedia method (text and images),
we are balancing content delivery across available cognitive
channels.
It would be unwise and perhaps even irresponsible to
ignore this knowledge. It’s part of widely-respected and
intellectually-authoritative scholarship spanning more than
half a century. It’s not speculative or solely theoretical; the
method has been tested and shown to increase engagement
and active learning by between 40% and 80% in a variety
of disciplines. Some of that data appears later in this book.
This may appear confusing: how can one approach work for
multiple disciplines? It’s important to note that this approach
has little to do with the academic content we present and
lots to do with how we process it. We interpret information
and knowledge through a natural, inherent biological
processing ability from the moment we first see, and this
applies to all sighted people, regardless of the subject we
study. Marcel Just (2010) reminds us that biology ‘has built
into our brain our ability to see the visual world and interpret
it’. The lesson is brief and clear: we learn better with text and
images than with text alone (Mayer, 2014).
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A JOURNEY
I’ve been teaching in UK universities since 1992. In
those days, there was much less regulation regarding the
recruitment of lecturers. I heard of my first appointment as
I was researching my PhD in Cambodia, in a letter from my
supervisor that was sent to the American Red Cross office
where I was temporarily working. Until 2010, I lectured using
PowerPoint in the conventional manner, with text and bulletpoints and the occasional image or video added from time
to time. Attending conferences was my wake-up call; I was
suddenly on the receiving end of presentations that looked like
my lectures. When I realized the effect they were having on
me, of disengaging me, I began to worry that my own lectures
might be having a similar effect on my students, and I began to
look around for alternatives. There was no doubt in my mind
that PowerPoint had professionalized lecture presentations,
but there appeared to be some concerns arising about the
pedagogic efficacy of the way Microsoft’s techno-deterministic
prescription guided our use of PowerPoint.
My own concerns coincided with the rise of the digital era
and, more specifically, the increasing use of creative advertising.
These images were communicating complex matters and
I started to adopt some of them to convey my academic
messages. That informal experiment was well-received by
my students, to my relief, encouraging me to explore more
fully why this might be the case. This lead me to Multimedia
Learning (MML) scholarship. I adjusted my research and REF
direction accordingly, preparing for cross-referral. In exploring
the means and rationale for the use of imagery, I developed
an approach that shortly became the route to a publications
strategy which, in turn, supported a successful application to
the Higher Education Academy (HEA) for a Senior Fellowship.
This caught the HEA’s attention and they publicly endorsed the
method I was developing from the literature.
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My approach also caught the attention of my School’s Impact
team for a Case Study for REF purposes, and at roughly the
same time, I started a consultancy that serves universities
in the UK, Europe and the US. To support that consulting
work, and the REF Impact Case Study, and because I believe
this approach has much merit beyond my own lectures, I have
produced this book to support colleagues who are interested
in the potential and effect of matching how we lecture, to
how our students become engaged and active learners. My
own journey has reinvigorated my teaching and breathed life
into lectures that were pedagogically tired. I hope you enjoy
reading about and considering this approach, as much as I
have done in developing and devising it.
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CHAPTER 1

LOGOCENTRIC LECTURES
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There’s an urban myth about an
orchestra conductor who, despite her best
efforts, couldn’t explain how she wanted
her orchestra to play a piece of music. She
tried in vain for several days, but they
weren’t getting it. Eventually, she had
a flash of inspiration and withdrew from
her pocket a red handkerchief (see facing
page). She threw it high in the air, and as
it floated softly to the ground, she said,
‘play it like that...’
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THE STATUS QUO
This book is about an alternative to how many in Higher
Education teach in lectures, but it’s not a condemnation of
the lecture concept. Nearly ninety years ago, RB Spence
(1928: 462) famously declared that ‘decrying of the
wholesale use of lectures is probably justified. The wholesale
decrying of the use of lectures is just as certainly not
justified’. This book isn’t about castigating or denouncing
lectures. It’s about adjusting them so they’re on the same
frequency as our students’ brains. It’s about not wasting
underused cognitive capacity, and the opportunities afforded
by our students’ cognition, and by the global, visual era. It’s
important because textual lectures are a primary pedagogic
platform in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). GA Brown
(1982: 93) told us some time ago that lectures ‘are deeply
embedded in the traditions of academe’. Lectures constitute
a primary means by which academic content is delivered in
a relatively cost-effective fashion. The large group lecture
is a ‘defining element of most university courses’ (Bell et
al., 2001). For the foreseeable future, lectures will remain
‘one of the most common forms of teaching in universities’
across the world (Pickles, 2016). This tendency is further
characterised by the privileging of spoken and written words
in lectures. Think for a moment of how much media there is
that can convey meaning. Words are one; yet there are many
others we use to communicate content, meaning, emotion,
knowledge, metaphor, analogy, example, data and all the
other vehicles or conduits of learning and meaning. Words
are a recent phenomenon, a social construct and ‘human
artefact’ or an invention of human beings that ‘have worked
very well for us for 5,000 years’. But we possess the capacity
‘built into our brain to see the visual world and interpret
it’ with ease (Just, 2010). Visual processing is biologically
inherent and natural. Despite this potential, and despite
our inhabiting the most visual era of human evolution, we
adhere, quite strictly in many cases, to the word. So, lectures
are a dominant space for the sharing of HE knowledge, and
that sharing is undertaken primarily, mostly, with written and
spoken text, despite the cognitive capacity of all our sighted
students to process imagery. I think of this as hegemonic
logocentrism.
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LOGOCENTRISM
The idea of privileging text, of having it dominate our
teaching media, is well conveyed in this term: the centring of a
way of communicating based on the word. It isn’t just that it’s
predominant; it’s that we privilege it. We make choices about
how to convey what we want our students to understand,
whether we do it consciously or otherwise. We embrace
words as our own medium for communicating not just with
our students but with our peers. The journals and books
we write from which our lectures often derive are almost
exclusively text-centric. Our favoured medium of expression
is an internalised norm, whether we are learning or teaching.
Our lecture slides reproduce that logocentric preference and
in so doing, afford it hegemony. That hegemony is important,
because an awareness of it is a necessary precursor to what
Paulo Freire called ‘conscientization’, or becoming aware of
a norm that could be oppressive (1973). At best, remaining
‘unconscientized’ may perpetuate our willing participation in
a practice that may to some degree be counter-pedagogic.
In more contemporary parlance, choosing to think about our
place in this is reflexivity, or a process by which our routine
assumptions and beliefs become the subject of our critical
interrogation (Iszatt-White and Kempster, 2017; Ford, Harding
and Learmonth, 2010). Such reflexivity ‘allows us to critique
our taken-for-granted assumptions, so that we can become
receptive to alternative ways of reasoning and behaving’ (Gray,
2007: 496). So we must recognise the existence of a dominant
way of being before we can start properly to question it, and
that’s why I think the next section is important. If I’m being
told that some process I participate in is wrong, I want to
know why I may not be conscious of it as a problem. This
book is presenting one of the most normalised and exercised
pedagogic norms in HE as a problem; it’s helpful to see what
keeps it in being. This is why I’d like to have a short discussion
about hegemony. Hegemony may not routinely present as
part of our normal pedagogic praxis. But it is abundant as
we reproduce dominant ways of being, like logocentrism,
without properly asking ourselves if, for example, a new era or
phenomenon might have reason to call that dominance into
question.
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HEGEMONY
Hegemony here refers to a dominant practice perpetuated
and reproduced with our active or passive, conscious or
unconscious consensus and participation, like Coben (2013)
and Forgacs and Hobsbawm (2000) talk about. Through our
acquiescence, logocentric, or text-privileging, lecturing retains
its dominance. This is not to suggest there is no resistance or
alternative to this kind of lecture; yet for the most part, even
whilst disrupting lecture patterns by adding video, TweetWalls
and other means with which to engage students, we often
continue to perpetuate logocentrism. As Timothy Laurie
(2015: 19) writes, we both consent to and ‘struggle over’
hegemonic practices like this.
This work stands on broader shoulders and reflects the
idea of Antonio Gramsci (1971) and others who expanded
his work (Cox, 1983). In many senses, part of any discussion
and process concerned with transforming hegemony includes
becoming aware of that process and its ‘anonymous authority’
(Fromm, 1941: 190). Marshal McLuhan referred to ‘lines
of force’ that create habits that constitute and reproduce
hegemony, and which require the kind of ‘conscientization’
noted by Freire and others (above) to make us aware of the
processes of hegemonic perpetuation in which we may be
involved. McLuhan (1964: 30) wrote that only by our critical
separation from and recognition of a habituated process in
which we are engaged – in this case, logocentric lecturing can we see the habits in which we are involved.
We are, as a profession, subsumed to various values and
practices that we have internalized to the extent that even
whilst unconsciously and consciously participating in the
perpetuation and hegemony of logocentrism, we may be
largely unaware of our own involvement in this process. For
one thing, we’re just too damn busy with everything else
that gets thrown at us to be able to invest the kind of time
we might imagine we’d need to start rethinking a primary
pedagogic practice. I hope this book goes some way to easing
anyone’s journey down such a path, and may highlight the
extent to which we are sometimes prisoners of pedagogic
techno-determinism.
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POWERPOINT, ‘SHOVELWARE’ AND REINFORCING HEGEMONY
No discussion of contemporary lecturing would be complete
without engaging with the world’s primary digital projection
platform, PowerPoint, as the image above perhaps hints at.
Apple users have their own version of it (Keynote) and some
have taken Prezi and Sway to heart. Many other platforms are
evolving but none will have the reach of PowerPoint because
it’s part of Microsoft Office and they all do pretty much the
same thing, whether online or tied. Their purpose is to project
to lecture audiences what we want them to see.
The introduction of PowerPoint into lecture theatres in the
mid-to-late 1990’s provided an opportunity to professionalize
lecture presentations. PowerPoint offered standardized slide
decks with set fonts; choices of colours, and master templates
to ensure design consistency in presentations. It could be
projected onto large screens in lecture theatres and ended the
problem of illegible academics’ handwriting on chalk boards and
felt tip pen marks on overhead projector (OHP) acetate sheets.
Twenty years later, Microsoft declared there were upwards of
1.2 billion copies of Office installed on computers around the
world (Nadella, 2015). It is certainly more if we include pirated
copies, reinstalls when we change computers and licensed
copies sold to corporations. PowerPoint is claimed to have
95% of the presentation software market (Parks, 2012). Use of
PowerPoint (PC) and Keynote (Mac) in HE will be challenged
by alternatives like Prezi, Sway and Haiku (see later), but as
projection platforms, they are set to stay and they are often
used the same way, privileging text. Experience shows that we
synchronise our hegemonic traditions, patterns and ‘habits of
mind’ (Adams, 2006) with PowerPoint’s latent internal structure
favouring text. PowerPoint and the others sustain logocentric
hegemony. We often use them to digitally deliver lots of text.
There are exceptions of course. Some disciplines use imagery,
some lecturers use imagery, and some lecturers in some
disciplines use some images some of the time. But text remains
predominant. It’s a near-universal issue.
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Alistair Fraser calls such software ‘shovelware’ (1999). This idea
blends computer software like PowerPoint with tools designed to
move large quantities of heavy material, like shovels. We’re loading
up slides with text, and Nancy Duarte (2008), a renowned specialist
in presentations of all kinds, refers to the outcome as ‘slide-uments’.
There are, then, multiple forces that preserve textual hegemony,
in addition to its legitimate utility as a valid medium for
communicating messages we want our students to receive.
Persistent practices endorsed widely combine with the wider
historical precedence of logocentrism in an institutional
environment often too overwhelmed with new demands for
conformity with ever-increasing state interventions, and market
domination of technodeterministic software guiding us towards text
place-holders, draw us into McLuhan’s ‘lines of force’ that can lead
to a cognitively-disengaging pedagogic practice.
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A PICTORIAL TURN, FALLING WALLS AND THE RISING WEB
Not since cave art have we been so engaged with imagery
as a means of communication, to the extent that, for the
first time since print and text became ascendant, visual
communication offers a legitimate complementary companion
to the hegemony of the word. Years before the web and
digital imagery were normalities, the cultural theorist WJT
Mitchell (1995) presciently predicted a ‘pictorial turn’ away
from linguistic predominance for communication towards the
routine application of images alongside or even superseding
text as a medium of communication. Others like Peter Felten
have similarly registered this notion, and it’s interesting to
think about the convergence of forces at work, since they
help us understand how we might better adapt lecturing in
line with emerging scholarship on how the brain engages
with multimedia phenomena, and in line with rapidly-evolving
social evolution.
Walls and polities tumbling across Europe, Asia, the Middle
East and Africa may on first inspection seem to have little to
do with multimedia learning. But a remarkable convergence
in the late 1980s and early 1990s accelerated the end of one
age and the introduction of another. The shift from analogue
to digital was underway before the end of the Cold War. But
these transformations, enabled by the decline of the former
Soviet Union and renewed access to its satellite states and
postcolonial proxies around the world, were followed by an
unheralded flow of technologies and ideas that had earlier
been interrupted by east-west antagonisms.
The accelerated digitization of life, and transformed
international politics, connected people and parts of the
world previously disconnected from international interests,
stimulating cheaper travel organized through newly-evolving
desktop and laptop devices. Those fresh experiences, people
and places could now be captured and represented in a
new form of film for worldwide, high-speed dissemination.
Globalization and digitization have combined to expose,
encapsulate and export planetary existence in ways
unimaginable just a few short decades before. Digital imagery,
globally communicated, literally brought the world to our
eyes. Digitization brought down walls that contained us, and
made us a little freer in many respect, and a lot freer in some
respects.
24
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DIGITAL IMAGERY

The range of existence captured by our
cameras has been exponentially amplified
as more people have accessed more places
than ever before, armed with a new era of
photographic equipment. It seems hard to
believe now, but not that long ago, taking
pictures involved loading rolls of film into
the camera, hoping the shots you took in
the blind were in focus, sending them away
or taking them to the chemists, and waiting
for them to be returned to you, often by
post, normally after a few days or weeks.
Now, photographic images are recorded on
software and hardware, accessible instantly
and communicable worldwide within
moments. The dusty static scrapbooks of yore
have been replaced by mobile social media
like Facebook and Instagram that redistribute
billions of images to millions of people in
moments from digital cameras and now, of
course, mobile phones.

26

27

GLOBAL DISSEMINATION

Digitization, web, pixels – key to understanding the rise
and proliferation of the visual that Mitchell predicted in
1995. Production and consumption of digital imagery is
now virtually unlimited. Images then spread worldwide.
Databases like Shutterstock, 123RF and DepositPhotos host,
market, distribute and sell images. Art in some ways has
been democratized: more professional tools like Photoshop
or Gimp are used freely or commercially by more people to
create an ever-greater array of design, concept and image
art. Our Android and iPhones now come with software that
allows ordinary photos to be transformed sometimes into
near-works of art that we can upload to the web in seconds.
We communicate through an ever-expanding array of
image-hosting sites like Instagram, Pinterest, DeviantArt and
Facebook. Babies are learning to swipe on Tablets before
they learn to turn the pages of books. The visual as an era is
upon us. Multimedia life is the new norm, and text, despite
its heritage and hegemony, faces competition as a primary
and routine medium of communication.
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Visual Life Or, Multimedia As Norm

Visual media have become ‘the main means of
communication and expression in postmodern culture (Tietje
and Cresap, 2005). We are surrounded by imagery. The
current student cohort reads online newspapers that are
unrecognizable from their antecedent versions. Articles are
illustrated photographically throughout, adverts spill from
section to section, links to other digital locales are embedded
in images. We are connected to galleries and exhibitions
worldwide as art has been democratized by digitization so
more of us get to see more of it. We have access to movies,
miniseries, documentaries on TV and online. Millions more rely
on visuality in online gaming. Those visual experiences begin
with the earliest information we receive as we first open our
eyes, and continue through pop-up books, mobile phones
and tablets, laptops, Mac and PCs, home theatre systems,
camcorders, cameras and more. We learn through what our
eyes are exposed to as never before. Julie Coates tells us
that this generation is ‘the most visual of all learning cohorts’
(2006: 126).
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There’s no denying that ‘the centrality of images is a
fundamental fact, not a passing fad’ (Little, Felten and
Berry, 2010: 44). Marcel Just (2010) reminds us of the
contrast between the natural state of visuality and the social
construction of logocentrism. He reminds us that the ability
to ‘see the visual world and interpret it’ is a natural, innate
biological function we have been designed to take advantage
of. This, he says, is particularly important in relation to our use
of text because ‘a lot of printed words are there to describe
things that occur spatially’ so text can be represented visually.
He concludes that ‘it’s inevitable that visual media are going
to become more important in conveying ideas about’. Carmen
Luke (2003: 398) was moved to suggest that this contrast,
between the world and the academy, suggested that our
lecture theatres might be the only places students were not
‘blending, mixing and matching knowledge drawn from diverse
textual sources and communication media’. The world has
become ever more visual, and it is from this environment that
our students are recruited, in which they live and into which
they graduate. The emergent positioning of the visual in
everyday life, a product of the enormity of binary globalization
and digitization, presents a remarkable opportunity to enhance
how we lecture because it’s tied to inherent biological,
cognitive capacity we are not yet exploiting. As I write this,
we inhabit a liminal space - see the adjacent image - between
existing hegemonic text-dominated practices, and a point in time
when images will take their place alongside text as legitimate
media of communication for HE students.
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It’s not really something that’s debatable, in the sense that
the pictorial turn is already upon us, our students live their
lives immersed in visuality, and our brains are made for visual
interpretation. I believe we can be either ahead of the visual
curve or behind it.
The rest of this book will outline a viable, working and tested
challenge to logocentrism, counterpoising – not replacing - text
with images. The idea has been developed from Multimedia
Learning (MML) theory; from consideration of the pictorial
turn now overtaking us; from experience gained in the lecture
theatre, and from empirical evaluation of MML methods in
action. It applies to all sighted people, but it also engages with
inclusivity and the effect of imagery on dyslexic students’
learning and teaching experiences.
The notion of challenging hegemonic praxis may suggest
to some a radical departure from orthodoxy, perhaps even
a critical pedagogy. Ira Shor (1992: 129) talks about critical
pedagogy as approaches that ‘go beneath… dominant myths…
traditional clichés, received wisdom… to understand [the]
consequences of any action, event… process… policy, mass
media, or discourse’. MML discourse does this. It provides an
alternative to dominant logocentrism to explain why it is a
harmful and wasteful pedagogic policy and process cognitivelyspeaking. But we shouldn’t lose sight of the fact that using
images to convey complex meaning isn’t new and isn’t radical.
It’s much more familiar. It is something we already know
but have forgotten or ignored. Images aren’t new and nor is
communicating with them. What’s mostly new is that we may
reintroduce them as a legitimate medium of communication
in the delivery of academic content, and have a clearer
understanding of why we should do this and what effects we
can anticipate that demonstrate an improvement over the use
of text on its own. The adjacent image is one of so many that
can communicate complexity as a matter of course.
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SUMMARY

If you lecture at almost any university or college, and often
in schools too, the chances are you and your peers lecture
with PowerPoint or its peers, and that you mostly use slides
with text and bullet points. If you use images regularly, and if
you’ve had enough time to research the intellectual rationale
for so doing, you’re ahead of the crowd and the curve by
some distance. Text use remains a hegemonic practice,
dominant because adopting the accompanying software was
mostly not accompanied by pause for thought as to what we
could use it for – Microsoft’s own techno-determinism saw
to that, but so did our textual history. Instead, we deferred
to the word as we have done for centuries and PowerPoint
takes the blame for how we present. But we wouldn’t blame
Microsoft Word for a bad article we read. So instead of
throwing out baby and bathwater, we can re-task PowerPoint
according to MML science and the opportunity presented
by the visual era to help us match how we teach to how we
learn. It’s an argument for balance in content delivery instead
of overloading their brains with words. Our students aren’t
waving, they’re drowning.
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