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Student-Centered Learning 



• SCL was credited to Hayward as early as 

1905 and to Dewey's work in 1956 . 

• Carl Rogers was then associated with 

expanding this approach into a theory of 

education in the 1980s 

• This approach has also been associated 

with the work of Piaget (developmental 

learning).



• SCL is broadly based on constructivism as 

a theory of learning, which is built on the 

idea that learners must construct and 

reconstruct knowledge in order to learn 

effectively, with learning being most 

effective when, as part of an activity, the 

learner experiences constructing a 

meaningful product.



• SCL is also akin to transformative learning 
which contemplates a process of qualitative 

change in the learner as an ongoing process 

of transformation which focuses on 

enhancing and empowering the learner, 

developing their critical ability.



• In student-centered classrooms, students are directly involved 
and invested in the discovery of their own knowledge. 

• Through collaboration and cooperation with others, students 
engage in experiential learning that is authentic, holistic, and 
challenging. 

• Students are empowered to use prior knowledge to construct 
new learning. Through the development of the metacognitive 
process, students reflect on their thinking.

• Curriculum and assessment are centered on meaningful 
performances in real-world contexts. 

• As a partner in learning, teachers intentionally create 
organized and cohesive experiences to assist students to 
make connections to key concepts.



• Student-centered classrooms can be 

linked to Piaget, John Dewey, and Russian 

developmental psychologist, Lev Vygotsky. 

According to Rallis (1995, p. 225), "Piaget 

explored the process by which humans 

construct their knowledge of the world. 

• Dewey emphasized the learner's 

interaction with the physical environment.



• Vygotsky developed the role of social 

interaction as a dimension of learning."



• Qualities of a student-centered classroom 
can be traced back to the early 1900s. 

• Constructivism states that students learn 
more by experiences and active 
involvement than by observing (Brooks & 
Brooks, 1993). 

• Brooks and Brooks describe the value of 
allowing student responses to steer 
lessons and create instructional strategies.



• Asking questions and leading students to 

solutions nurtures students' natural 

curiosity and is recommended over simply 

giving answers (Brown, 2008).

• In a review of the literature, there are 

some common attributes linking student-

centered classrooms to student 

engagement and success.



• In a student-centered classroom, students are 
very much a part of constructing their own 
learning in a holistic environment that 
capitalizes on student interests. 

• The students are encouraged to reflect on 
their own learning, share their insights with 
their peers, and apply new learning to real-life, 
authentic experiences. 

• When learners are the focus, they become 
fully engaged in the process (McCombs & 
Miller, 2007).



•PRINCIPLES UNDERLYING SCL



Principle I:

• SCL requires an Ongoing Reflexive Process. 

• The philosophy of SCL is such that teachers, 
students and institutions need to continuously 
reflect of their teaching, learning and 
infrastructural systems in such a way that
would continuously improve the learning 
experience of students and ensure that the 
intended learning outcomes of a given course 
or programme component are achieved in a 
way that stimulates learners' critical thinking 
and transferable skills.



Principle II:

• SCL does not have a One-Size-Fits-All Solution. 

• A key concept underlying SCL is the realisation that 
all education institutions are different, all teachers are 
different and all students are different . 

• These all operate in very diverse contexts and deal 
with various subject-disciplines . 

• SCL is a learning approach that requires learning 
support structures which are appropriate to each given 
context and teaching and learning styles appropriate 
to those undertaking them



Principle III:

• Students have Different Learning Styles.

• SCL recognises that students have different 

pedagogical needs . 

• Some learn better through trial and error, 

others learn through practical experience . 

• For some learners much is learned by 

reading literature, others need to debate and 

discuss theory in order to understand it.



Principle IV:

• Students have Different Needs and 

Interests.

• All students have needs that extend 

beyond the classroom.

• Some are interested in cultural activities, 

others in sports or in representative 

organisations. 



Principle V

• Choice is Central to Effective Learning in 

SCL. 

• Students like to learn different things and 

hence any offer should involve a 

reasonable amount of choice . 

• Choice can be offered in a more 

traditional, disciplinary style.



Principle VI:

• Students have Different Experiences and 
Background Knowledge. 

• Learning needs to be adapted to the life and 
professional experience of the individual 
concerned.

• If students already have considerable experience 
in using ITC, there is no point in trying to teach 
them the same thing again.

• Personal experience can also be used to motivate 
students, for instance, by allowing students to 
share a personal story to illustrate a point.



Principle VII:

• Students should have Control Over their Learning.

• Students should be given the opportunity to be 
involved in the design of courses, curricula and their 
evaluation.

• Students should be seen as active partners who have 
a stake in the way that education functions.

• The best way to ensure that learning focuses more on 
students is by engaging students themselves in how 
their learning should be shaped.



Principle VIII

• SCL is about  Enabling not Telling.

• In simply imparting facts and knowledge to 

students (telling) the initiative, preparation 

and content comes mainly from the teacher. 

• The SCL approach aims to give the student 

greater responsibility enabling the student to 

think, process, analyse, synthesise, criticise, 

apply, solve problems, etc



Principle IX:

• Learning needs Cooperation between Students and 
Staff.

• It is important that students and staff cooperate to 
develop a shared understanding both of the problems 
experienced in learning, as well as their problems as 
stakeholders within their given institution, jointly 
proposing solutions that might work for both groups.

• In the classroom, such cooperation will have a 
positive effect as the two groups increasingly come to 
consider each other as partners.

• Such a partnership is central to the philosophy of 
SCL which sees learning as taking place in a 
constructive interaction between the two groups.



The Benefits of SCL
•SCL, if implemented properly, offers benefits 

to all, including the institution, students and 

staff involved.

•The benefits of SCL for the students involved

are many and varied.

•SCL provides skills for life, creates

independent learners and responds to the

changing and differing needs of individual

students.



SCL Benefits

• Making Students an Integral Part of the 

Academic Community: 

• Via SCL, students can become part of 

that community much earlier, given that 

the teacher acts as a facilitator, rather 

than an instructor.



• Increased cooperation and a feeling of having one’s 

views valued can further increase the interaction and 

engagement of students.

•This can lead to participation in the development of 
research and also to help develop a given course, due 
to the sense of ownership that students feel. 

•SCL may also encourage more students to enter the 
academic community as members. We must not 
forget that students are the teachers of the future!



An Increased Motivation to Learn

•SCL can encourage deeper learning.

• Knowledge retention differs depending on the way in 
which material is learned, but all types of active 
learning show a higher retention rate than traditional 
forms of learning.

• The student is also often more motivated to learn 
through SCL  because the tasks set require original 
thought and increase interest in the subject-matter .

•Students retain more of the information they learn 
where there is an aspect of active learning and active 
participation.



The Learning Pyramid



Independence and Responsibility in Learning:

•Within SCL, students must engage with the course 
material and are in control of their learning .

•This makes the student more independent and 
adaptable to life after higher education.

• The independence of students enables them to 
learn more effectively and to gain other skills such as 
teamwork, effective written and verbal 
communication, prioritisation of tasks and critical 
analysis .

•In turn, students can develop transferable skills and 
would be able to work more effectively in their careers 
and lives in general.



Due Consideration for Student Needs  

•Students have differing needs that are wider than 
ever before. 

•SCL can enable students to study in a flexible 
manner.

•The SCL approach demonstrates that learning is 
not limited to a given time or place in the way that 
traditional learning has been. 

•Different learning needs of students can also be 
met because students can engage with materials 
in different ways. For example, some students 
engage more with audio-visual materials whereas 
others prefer reading. 



Critical attributes of the student-centered

classroom include the following:

 Construction of learning

 Metacognition

 Educator/student partnership in learning

 Collaborative learning

 Meaningful assessment in real-world contexts



Aspects of Student-Centered Classrooms

• How do student-centered classrooms 

relate to the three connecting elements 

of planning, instructing, and 

assessment?



Construction of Learning

• Armed with the knowledge of students' previous 
understanding of concepts, student- centered teachers 
create situations that allow students to make connections 
to new ideas. 

• These connections can then be developed into entirely 
new concepts that continue to grow throughout a 
student's experiences. 

• A deep understanding occurs when new information 
offered through higher order thinking activities prompts 
the learner to rethink and reshape prior ideas. 

• A classroom teacher must be prepared to offer a variety of 
learning opportunities to meet the needs of all students as 
each of us constructs our own meaning about issues, 
problems and topics.



Metacognition

• Metacognition is thinking about your thinking. 

• In order for students to be metacognitive they 
must know how and know the need to think about 
their thinking. 

• In a student-centered classroom, teachers 
facilitate opportunities for students to be 
metacognitive. Teachers in learner-centered
schools understand learning to be a self-regulated, 
ongoing process of making sense of the world 
through concrete experience, collaborative 
discourse, and reflection (Twomey Fosnot, 2005). 



• Teachers can assist students to acquire a set of 

strategies, define goals, and monitor their progress 

(Darling-Hammond, et al., 2008). 

• Providing opportunities for students to reflect on what 

and how they learn creates an environment where 

students take responsibility for their learning and 

become more of a partner with their teacher in engaging 

in meaningful learning experiences.



Educator/Student Partnership in Learning

• The classroom teacher must possess a deep understanding of the 
developmental characteristics of their students as well as how students 
learn to be an effective partner in the learning process. 

• A student-centered teacher will design learning experiences that 
explicitly link essential concepts and skills to students' current 
understanding and natural curiosity about the topic in order to scaffold 
additional or deeper understandings. 

• Students are engaged in decision making in the classroom and have the 
opportunity to more fully explore topics. We are most effective as 
teachers when we help our students discover the power of their own 
minds to work in their own ways to achieve success.

• "Few students develop a sense of academic, self-efficacy by becoming 
mired in what they cannot do" (Tomlinson & Jarvis, 2006, p.19).



Collaborative Learning

• Teachers who rely exclusively on lecture are missing an 
important brain-based principle: people are social and the 
brain grows in a social environment. 

• New meaning comes through social interaction, so the 
connection between students is important. 

• Cooperative learning and collaboration should be 
encouraged (Jensen, 1998). 

• The student-centered teacher recognizes this principle of 
learning and actively infuses collaborative opportunities 
into each lesson. 

• Collaboration provides students opportunities to learn 
from their peers and to gain skills that will be beneficial 
throughout their lives.



Authentic Assessment

• When students are engaged in activities that result in authentic 
and challenging applications, they are more highly motivated to 
learn.

• A combination of real-world assessment and the attributes of 
Assessment for Learning provide student-centered classroom 
teachers with the challenge of moving away from paper and pencil 
exams.

• As teachers begin—and continue—to search for ways to provide 
meaningful assessment for their students, their instructional 
activities will begin to fold into and overlap with intended 
assessment. 

• Students and teachers alike will begin to monitor their teaching 
and learning and to make necessary adjustments to their actions. 
A true learning culture will result.



• Creating a student-centered classroom is not 
considered an easy task. One of the most complex 
factors in a student-centered classroom is that of 
maintaining balance. 

• Each of the five above mentioned attributes is quite an 
involved concept and may call for extensive learning 
and practice on the part of the teacher. 

• A true student-centered classroom offers a balance of 
each of these attributes. A balance of these attributes 
will empower students to take control of their learning 
and create classroom teachers who are true 
facilitators of learning.



• Using student's prior knowledge in 

combination with essential concepts and 

skills provides for instruction that is both 

more motivating and engaging. Student-

centered classrooms are not factory-model 

education with one size fits all instructional 

approaches or passive sitting, listening, 

and note-taking without recursive 

discourse. 



• Educators who believe in identifying what works for different 
students under different conditions and delivering it to them 
may find student-centered learning appealing. Student-centered
learning is not minimally guided and does not exclude direct 
instruction techniques. 

• In fact, student-centered learning actively utilizes direct 
instruction on a just-in-time basis (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007). 

• Direct instruction and other learning techniques are utilized at 
the times that they work best within a student-centered learning 
experience. Each student has their own wealth of background 
knowledge and experiences and each student has their own 
preferred learning style.



• Teachers in a student-centered classroom 

will create opportunities for learning that 

take each of those student traits into 

consideration. 

• Students will be expected to learn and 

grow in their understandings enough to 

develop new understandings.



Additional Important Aspects of Student-

Centered Classrooms

• How do student-centered classrooms

relate to the three connecting elements of

planning, instructing, and assessment?



Planning

 Student-centered classrooms are a planned process.

 Problems can be structured around big ideas to provide 
a framework with which to gather information and build 
knowledge.

 Make learning high-interest and personalized... "If students 
are introduced to topics that interest them, they're more 
likely to be motivated" (Jones, 2007, p. 13).

 Realize "students and teachers are partners in a caring 
relationship and be willing to be co-learners and co-creators 
of learning experiences" (McCombs & Miller, 2007, p. 110).

 Student-centered classroom teachers plan with an 
emphasis on the knowledge of who their learners are both 
individually and collectively and are armed with the best 
available knowledge about learning and about the best 
teaching practice (McCombs & Miller, 2007).



Instructing
 Student-centered instruction revolves around

the needs and abilities of the students.

 A student-centered school offers each child many 
opportunities to learn. 

 Teachers experiment with different approaches to 
learning to enable each child's different learning 
style (Brooks & Brooks, 1993).

 Teachers facilitate a variety of learning opportunities: 
experiential, holistic, authentic, and challenging in a 
student-centered classroom.

 Constructing ideas or systems is interactive (Zemelman, 
Daniels, & Hyde, 2005).



 "Learner-centered teachers recognize 

that knowledge construction is not 

entirely an individual process. The 

teachers question and probe to help 

children make meaning. They listen 

carefully, encouraging reflection and 

stimulating new connections and 

interpretations" (Rallis, 1995, p. 226).



• "The teacher's role is more that of a facilitator than instructor.

• The students are active participants in the learning process. 

The teacher helps to guide the students, manage their 

activities, and direct their learning. 

• Being a teacher means helping people to learn; and, in a 

student-centered class, the teacher is a member of the class 

as a participant in the learning process" (Jones, 2007, p. 2).



Assessment

• Student-centered assessment is authentic.

 Without training, most learners cannot
accurately judge what they do and don't know
(Paschler et al. 2007).

 For collaborative group work to have an
impact, teachers must design effective
learning tasks.

 The tasks must have clear outcomes and be
interdependent among the students.

 The teacher needs to carefully monitor
activities and give constant feedback (Darling-
Hammond & Bransford, 2005).



 Performance assessments are those

involving students in activities, which

require them to demonstrate mastery

of certain performance skills or their

ability to create products that meet

certain standards of quality (Stiggins,

2001).



Conclusion

• The primary goal of student-centered classrooms is to
help students become independent.

• By keeping students at the center of one's classroom, a
teacher can encourage and inspire students to seek out
knowledge and to strive for understanding at a deeper level.

• Through this process, students see a greater relevance
for and a stronger connection to the subject at hand.

• Through student-centered instruction, our students can
achieve independent minds and the capacity to make
educational decisions and value judgments (Brown, 2008,
p. 5).
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