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Abstract

Student - centered learning ( SCL) is a model where students are placed at the core of the learning process, with teachers
acting as mere facilitators, aiming at providing them with authentic, need based instructions, cooperative and collaborative
learning through an active, demaocratic and child friendly approach; a concept comparatively reverse to the traditional
teaching pedagogy. Researches document that providing children with this kind self instructional learning assists in
boosting their interest, commitment, confidence and innovative ability, they develop better understanding, reasoning,
and problem solving skills and connect better to knowledge since they are given an independent platform to experiment,

explore and reason with problems.

The present paper attempts to provide a comprehensive overview with regards to: Firstly, the concept, characteristics
and a review of literature citing the role, importance and limitations of Student Centered Learning. Secondly, the Core
Building Blocks/ Principles underlying in fostering Student Centered teaching and learning in classrooms opening doors

for future research.
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The challenge in education has been not simply to get children to
school, rather to provide a comprehensive, enriching and an overall
quality schooling aiming at addressing threats to participation,
creating a quality that goes beyond pedagogic excellence and
performance outcomes, focusing on a child as a whole, including
multidimensional coverage of quality and a holistic concern for
the child’s needs. Learning is central to education and children are
active agents of constant discovery of the world around them for
which it is deemed necessary to provide them with a child friendly
platform for teaching and learning.

Everyday children are bombarded with new learning opportunities,
new knowledge to be gained from, new skills to be mastered, new
facts to be learnt, new emotions to be to experienced, new ideas to
explore, new puzzles to ponder and new ways to understand. To

master these unknown challenges they must learn to make sense
of as they listen, act, react, reflect and interact with others through
the process that is guided and facilitated by teachers. This paves
way towards a paradigm shift from the traditional teacher focused
teaching methodology to a more democratic, child friendly student
centered learning approach aiding in stimulating, reinforcing,
molding and rewarding them ( children) as active learners through
an interactive process based on their ability to and contribute
towards observing, exploring, listening, reasoning, questioning
and ‘ coming to know’ aiding in creating a skill competent and a
potentially productive workforce to meet the gruesome demands
of the 215 century (Adapted from: Child Friendly Schools Manual,
UNICEF, 2009)

Taking the above explanation into consideration, the present paper
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attempts to provide a comprehensive overview with regards to:

Firstly, the concept, characteristics and a review of literature citing
the role, importance and limitations of Student Centered Learning.

Secondly, the Core Building Blocks/ Principles underlying in
fostering Student Centered teaching and learning in classrooms
opening doors for future research.

Student centered learning (SCL) concept & definitions

Student centered approach towards learning is fast gaining
popularity as the core contributory model in providing Quality
and needs based education in today’s fast paced and challenging
globalized world. It derives its status from the enriching contribution
and integration of various theories and principles extending from
the constructivist learning theory based on the educational
philosophy centering around constructivism on the one hand(
emphasizing on providing students with the opportunity to
personalize and internalize / architect their learning by actively
doing and experiencing, rather than being passive observers and
recipients through teachers / experts), to the experiential model (A
model that views teaching as a transformation from the existing
knowledge base) and the active learning model ( A model that
suggests that learning activities occur in consequence to the
experience gathered from interpersonal and intrapersonal
interaction).

Students - centered learning is a model where students are placed
at the core of the learning process aiming at providing them with
authentic, need based instructions, cooperative and collaborative
learning through an active, democratic and child friendly approach
where students needs, opinions, backgrounds and goals are
acknowledged and incorporated in their curriculum through a
relatively passive role played by the teachers centering around
mere planning, teaching and assessment; a concept comparatively
reverse to the traditional teaching pedagogy. Researches document
that providing children with this kind of active and relatively self
instructional learning assists in boosting their interest, commitment,
confidence and innovative ability. They develop better
understanding, reasoning, and problem solving skills and connect
better to knowledge since they are given an independent platform
to experiment, explore and reason with problems. In other words
SCL provides a facilitative platform for children to benefit from
learning what they know and what they need to know (Active &
Authentic learning) making it easier for the brain to retain and
comprehend material enhancing their memory span and retention
ability, aiding in expanding their horizons, fostering independence,
developing better study skills and tolerance towards self and others
through collaborative group activities.

As rightly stated by Edwards (2001, P.37) ‘Placing learners at the
heart of the learning process and meeting their needs, is taken to
a progressive step in which learner-centered approaches mean
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that persons are able to learn what is relevant for them in ways
that are appropriate. Waste in human and educational resources
is reduced as it suggested learners no longer have to learn what
they already know or can do, nor what they are uninterested in’.

According to Collins & O’Brien (2003) Student- centered instruction
(SCI) is an instructional approach in which students influence the
content, activities, materials, and pace of learning. This learning
model places the student (learner) in the center of the learning
process. The instructor provides students with opportunities to
learn independently and from one another and coaches them in
the skills they need to do so effectively. The student-centered
approach includes such techniques such as substituting active
learning experiences for lectures, assigning open-ended problems
requiring critical thinking that cannot be solved by following text
examples, involving students in simulations and role plays, and
using self-paced and/or cooperative ( team based) learning.
Properly implemented SCI can lead to increased motivation to learn,
greater retention of knowledge, deeper understanding and a more
positive attitude towards the subject being taught ( Collins & O’
Brien, 2003)

Characteristics of students - centered learning

Based on some review of literature student-centered learning is
marked by the following characteristics:

e The learner/student has full responsibility, autonomy and
accountability for her/his learning.

e Active involvement and participation are the heart and soul
for learning on part of the student, where the role of teacher
is that of a mere facilitator/resource person.

e There is interdependence and mutual respect between the
learner and teacher aiding in facilitating holistic growth and
development.

e It provides a platform for an active rather than passive
learning, aiding in fostering in depth learning and
understanding.

e Inthisform of learning instead of students learning material
that has no relevance to them or their lives, they have the
opportunity to learn and use knowledge that directly relates
to “enduring and emerging issues and problems in real life
contexts”. (Huba & Freed, 2000).

e Student centered learning provides a platform where they
must construct their knowledge through inquiry,
communication, critical thinking and problem solving ( Huba
& Freed, 2000).

Students - centered learning- A review of literature
Lea et.al. (2003) reviewed several studies on student-centered
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learning and concluded that overall it was an effective approach.
Students in a UK University elaborated on the impact of student-
centered learning on them, i.e. they felt there was more respect for
the student in this approach, that it was more interesting, exciting,
and it boosted their confidence. (Lea, et.al, 2003). Lonka & Ahola
(1995) inasix-year study in Helsinki, which compared traditional
and activating instruction, found that the activating group
developed better study skills and understanding, but were slower
in their study initially . Hall & Saunders (1997) found that students
using students centered learning had increased participation,
motivation and grades in a first year information technology course,
in addition, 94% of the students would recommend it to others
over the more conventional approach.

Other than this, Len Sparrow, Heather Sparrow, and Paul Swan
(2000) repeatedly emphasized that though student-centered learning
gives students more autonomy, in effect, students assume more
responsibility as well. They wrote “[a]n important implication of
this... is the need for students to assume a high level of
responsibility in the learning situation and be actively choosing
their goals and managing their learning. They can no longer rely
on the lecturer to tell them what, how, where and when to think.
They [emphasis added] must start to do this”.

Eleanor Duckworth (2009) from her research findings on student-
centered learning claimed that students focus more deeply and
perform better academically when teachers allow them to think
instead of doing the thinking for them. She said, “\We (the teachers)
find that we focus on the learners’ thoughts rather than on our
own, as the engine for what generates the intellectual life of the
classroom. In part this is because the learners think better that
way; and in part because it is by paying attention to what they are
thinking and doing that we as teachers can see how next to call on
our knowledge of the subject matter—what resources to provide,
what next questions to ask”.

“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,
students can achieve independent minds and capacity to make
educated decisions and value judgments... their entire lives”
(Brown, 2008).

Jeffrey Walsh and Donna Vandiver (2007) did a study on a group
of undergraduate students in which they employed student-
centered learning for the research class. The purpose of this study
was to prove that student-centered learning increased students’
competency. The student-centered method was used for the entire
semester, and at the end, a comparison of the students’ grades, as
well as questionnaires were completed by the students to conclude
their study. The questionnaire addressed “student satisfaction

with the course, with the [student-centered] learning, amount of
time committed to this course as compared to the course [sic], and
their perceived understanding of research method concepts”. The
results were as follows:

e  Almost half (48%) of the students indicated that they spent
more time on this course than their other courses, with the
implication being that they did so because they were in
charge of their learning.

e Asfarasgrades were concerned, 9 (18%) students received
A’s, 23 (51%) received B’s, 12 (26%) received C’sand only 2
(4%) received D’s or F’s.

e Exactly 96% students felt that actively “doing” research
was more valuable than learning passively from lectures.

e 87% of the students taking course felt that the topic of the
semester was interesting because the class had chosen it,
while 74% said that they learned a lot from the topic and
87% agreed that they had increased their knowledge as a
result.

These findings prove that SCL does, indeed work better than
traditional approaches. The students in this study performed better
academically because they had a say in what they learned, and the
teachers only acted as facilitators in order to allow the students to
learn actively. Even greater, the students were consciously aware
of the fact that this method of learning was beneficial, and they
reported on the questionnaires that they preferred it to the
traditional method of learning.

However, SCL is not without its share of pitfalls. Simon (1999)
described that student centered learning in a school system could
be dangerous in wake of focusing completely on the individual
learner, and taken to its extreme, does not take into account into
account the needs of the whole class. Simon further highlights
that “if each child is unique, and each requires a specific
pedagogical approach appropriate to him or her and to no other,
the construction of an all embracing pedagogy or general
principles of teaching become impossibility. (Simon, 1999, p.42).
Other than this form of learning is associated with the danger of
student-centeredness in adult education where in empowering an
individual there is a potential danger of ‘a person’s physical
isolation from other learners’ (Edwards, 2001, p.42). This leads to
undermining the role and importance of the social context of learning
and the value of interaction with peers which otherwise act as a
necessary pre-requite in effective learning (Socio- cultural view of
learning).

Besides this, researches conducted across the globe also affirm
that students who value or have been used to a more teacher-
focused teaching methodology may be apprehensive towards
resorting to such change. Other than this, this form of learning
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since it derives its roots from western learning models may not be
considered deemed fit for students and teachers of other cultures
to benefit from.

Fostering student — centered learning in classrooms- The
core building blocks/principles of SCL

A Comprehensive overview with regards to the core building
blocks/ principles of SCL which are and can be used in classrooms
for fostering effective Student- Centered Teaching and Learning
are mentioned here under (also see Fig.1).

e Active and Authentic Learning & Assessment
e Teacher- As a Facilitator

e Collaborative & Integrated Learning

e Meta cognition

e Role of Technology

e Active & Authentic Learning & Assessment

b

Active &
Authentic

| Learming & |
Assessment Jf

.

Fig. 1: Indicating the Core Building Blocks/ Principles of Student-
Centered Learning (SCL) In Classrooms.

Active learning is an integrated approach emphasizing on the
ability to connect new to prior learning and occurs when students
are actively present in the classroom and deeply engaged in their
learning that is marked by arousing their interest, providing a
platform for making the right choice and creating opportunities to
self direct and control their own learning needs, locate resources,
construct necessary ingredients and implement that knowledge
within a caring and supportive learning environment. Since the
process of active learning is marked by high degree of cognitive
involvement on part of the learner actively trying to create links
and generate meaning with the current understanding, it requires

AP

a holistic strategy where adequate teacher support and
encouragement play a pivotal role in the transfer of learning and
knowledge.

Allen & Tanner (2005) define active learning as, “seeking new
information, organizing it in a way that is meaningful, and having
the chance to explain it to others.” This form of instruction
emphasizes interactions with peers and instructors and involves a
cycle of activity and feedback where students are given consistent
opportunities to apply their learning in the classroom. By placing
students at the center of instruction, this appropriately shifts the
focus from teaching to learning and promotes a learning
environment amenable to the meta- cognitive development
necessary for students to become independent and critical thinkers
(Bransford, et. al, 2000). Review of literature indicates that active
learning is an exceptionally effective teaching technique as
compared to the traditional method in terms of the students’ ability
to grasp and learn more and retain better and for a longer time. The
following teaching - learning strategies can be incorporated in
classrooms for fostering active learning among students:

e Reading Quiz

e Flash Cards

e  Finger Signals

e Quotations & Puzzles

e Discussion method, Case Studies & Scaffolding
e Note comparison and Evaluation

e Writing activities, Brainstorming & Game Playing

Authentic learning refers to whole tasks, complex problems and
their solutions based on real life experiences generated through
inherently multidisciplinary learning environments based on
integrating skills, knowledge, attitude and social context usually
in progression from easy to the more difficult ones; where learning
may take place anywhere, in many forms and through varied means.
Authentic learning aids in cultivating certain transferable skills
such as developing the power of judgment, flexibility and innovation
and fostering patience and tolerance necessary for effective SCL.
The following strategies can be incorporated for effective SCL :

e Project Work & Community Programs & involvement of
parents

e Problem Based learning activities, Games & Case studies

e Participation in virtual communities & exposure to
information & communication technologie

e Field and education trips to museums, historical places

Studies conducted across the globe indicate that Authentic
Assessment (AA) is a more quantitative and a reliable option



Student- centered learning (SCL) in classrooms— A comprehensive overview

incorporating a wide array of techniques designed to correspond
to students’ real life experiences through providing a platform for
enhancing their critical thinking, ability of self directed learning
and individual responsibility having a value beyond the domains
of aclassroom. AA uses a number of tools and strategies ranging
from checklists to simulations, writing tasks, progress interviews,
oral presentations, evaluation and assessment by self & others,
role play, revision exercises and portfolio assessment.

The process of assessment is itself a constructivist learning
experience, requiring students’ to apply thinking skills, to
understand the nature of high quality performance, and to provide
feedback to themselves and others (Runder & Boston, 1994 p.7). It
is indicated that a well designed Authentic Assessments (AA’s)
demonstrate a rich array of what learners know and can do; they
display both the products and the processes of learning, making
learners aware of the processes and encouraging ownership. AA’S
are adaptable, flexible, ongoing and cumulative, depicting learner
growth overtime (Custer, 1994)

Characteristics of good AA’s (Custer, 1994 & Runder & Boston,
1994).

e Engaging meaningful, worthy problems/tasks that match
the content and outcomes of instruction.

o Real life applicability

e  Multi-staged demonstrations of knowing why and how.

e  Opportunities for learner self evaluation

e  Cognitive complexity requiring higher order thinking skills.
e Learn concise and openly communicate standards.

e Fairness in scoring procedures and application

Collaborative learning (CL)

Collaborative learning derives its roots from collaboration; a
philosophy of interaction and personal lifestyle where individuals
are responsible for their actions, including learning, and they
respect the abilities and contributions of their peers (Panitz, 1999).
Furthermore, Viygotsky (1978, p.85) asserted , that learning is highly
social and thus influences the development of the brain- What
children can do with the assistance of others is even more indicative
of their mental development than what they can do alone.

Studies conducted across the globe indicate that CL can create
and facilitate learner growth, Improve students’ involvement and
transmission of knowledge, communication skills, boost innovation
and render better output and success. According to Kohonen
(1992) working as a team can create positive interdependence and
individual accountability among learners, as each member attempts
to contribute to the team product and thus is in charge of helping
his/her teammates to learn. Collaboration can also foster learners’

growth, develop social and learning skills, and help them construct
their own knowledge through engaging in exchange of ideas.

Strategies to boost CL in classrooms:
e Role playing, Socio-drama & Transactional Analysis( TA)
e Panel & Group discussions
e  Group projects & Problem based learning activities
e Jigsaw group projects & Group games
e Concept mapping

e Active review sessions, Debates & Quizes

Meta-cognition

Meta-cognition is higher order thinking which involves active
control over the cognitive processes involved in learning centering
around three aspects i.e. self regulation/control, knowledge/
feedback of one’s cognitive processes and one’s beliefs and
intuitions. It includes one’s ability to possess and be aware of
one’s knowledge content i.e. Declarative knowledge (Factual
knowledge/information one knows/aware of that can be declared
orally/ in written form), Procedural knowledge (how/ path or
procedure of doing something e.g. if one has to solve a puzzle
what steps to follow) and conditional knowledge (when/when not
to use a procedure/skill, under what conditions and if so why/why
not to use it). Studies indicate that incorporating meta- cognitive
strategies in the curriculum has been positively correlated with
student achievement in classrooms in subjects such as science,
geography, mathematical reasoning and special education.
However, its success/ failure is dependent on the training teachers
and students for the same and their ability to develop proficiency
for the same.

Taylor (1999) defines meta- cognition as’““ an appreciation of what
one already knows, together with the correct a correct apprehension
of the learning task and what knowledge and skills it requires
combined with the agility to make correct inferences about how to
apply ones strategic knowledge to a particular situation, and to do
so efficiently and reliably.” In other words meta-cognition is the
ability to monitor (reflect on) ones current level of understanding,
decide whether it is adequate, and seek out and develop new
approaches to understanding ( National Research Center, 2000).
NRC (2000) further argues that integration of meta- cognitive
instruction with discipline- based learning can enhance student
achievement and develop in students the ability to learn
independently ... and should be consciously incorporated into
curricula across disciplines and age levels.

Thomas ( 2006, p.2) has repeatedly argued that developing and
enhancing students meta-cognition is a key to improving their
learning of all subjects at school as well as their dispositions and
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abilities in relation to learning in diverse and emerging contexts in
their time beyond formal education.

In order to help a student who is less practiced in meta-cognition,
a teacher might guide the student to think through the constraints
of the problem, break the problem into different components, recall
alternative strategies, and attempt the problem again. By guiding
the student toward alternate perspectives of the problem and
utilizing his skills in new ways, the teacher " is acting as an external
- brain ‘to provide the consciousness and control that [he] could
have provided for [himself] had [he] been aware of what might
have been useful (Holton & Clarke, 2006, p. 141).

Strategies to boost meta-cognition in classrooms

e Mini lectures, Class discussions

e Concept questions, Reading and Mind cards

e Portfolios & Self assessment

e  Group problem solving & Team projects

Teacher as a facilitator

The role of a teacher in an SCL environment is more of a facilitator,
motivator and a guide as students are in charge and in control of
building up their own knowledge base, formulating their own
strategies and implementing them. The teacher may be involved
with students either individually or collaboratively as the need
may be, assisting students in making use of their own learning
strategies. Other than this, the role of a teacher centers around
questioning, disciplining, guiding, monitoring, clarifying,
suggesting and motivating students to learn rightly and duly benefit
from it. In addition to the above discussed core building blocks of
SCL, Cooper & Robinson (2000) suggested the following informal
structures which can be incorporated by teachers for creating an
effective SCL environment (after lecturing).

e Think Pair Share — Deals with asking students to think
about a question individually for about a minute, turn to the
neighbor, exchange ideas and randomly select a few students

to share their ideas.

Roundtable- Deals with asking a group of students a
question after which the first student writes and shares his/
her answers to the second student and so on.

Minute Papers- Deals with asking students two questions.
The first question pertaining to what is most clear and
significant to the student. The second one deals with the
ones they have a doubt about.

Other than this the following seven strategies can be incorporated
and used by teachers to foster SCL in classrooms (Allen & Tanner,
2005):
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Bookend Lectures ( Short interaction sessions)
Immediate feedback via classroom technology
Student presentations & Projects

Peer led team learning

Incorporating inquiry into courses, Problem- based learning
& Case studies

Learning Cycle Instruction Model (Using different cycles
where students move through sequence of questions such
as what, why, how, what if).

Role of technology

The 215 century is synonymous with technology and has become
the cornerstone of education for students and adults alike. As
stated by Warlick (2006), “The Digital age is redefining education.
As technology has become “Pen” and “Paper” of our time and the
“Lens” through which we experience much of our world”.

Butzin (2001) & Cooper & Brna(2002) demonstrated that when
technology were used as an integrated part of the curriculum,
students’ became highly engaged for longer periods of time,
achieved higher academic skills and there were less behavior
problems reported during school.

Furthermore, review of literature indicates that using/ incorporating
technology for creating SCL in classrooms has myriad benefits
ranging from better academic grades, ability to actively explore
with and manage learning, generate a number of 215t century skills
such as inventive, innovative, digital and inter-personal skills aiding
in boosting students’ motivation and self esteem. However, one
needs to be extra cautious while doing so as, incorporating
technology in classrooms may have certain loopholes such as
lack of adequate resources, knowledge and skill, stereotype
attitudes both on part of the teachers to introduce it in their teaching
methodology as a part of their subject culture and for students
willingly accept such change and benefit from it.

Merits of technology in classrooms (Outlined by NCREL,
2003)

e Technology can change the learner context from teacher-
centered to learner-centered activities, giving students more
control of the content, creating a more collaborative learning
environment, and providing different ways of accessing
information and communicating with people. Many
interactive software programs can lend themselves will to

learner centered approaches.

Technology provides hands-on, mind-on activities-those
that engage students’ physical as well as mental skills to
solve problems. The activities can increase students’ fluency
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with given content, strengthen basic skills, help students
acquire high-level proficiencies, increase the relevance of
instruction to students’ lives, provide interactive feedback
about their performance, and most of all motivate students
e.g. Electronic-books, often on CD-ROMS, can turn reading
from a static, print based activity into an exciting, interactive
experience.

e  Technology, particularly the Internet is a tool well suited to
learning. It provides an ideal learning environment that
allows anyone to learn by doing, to receive feedback, to
refine understanding, to build new knowledge and to reflect.

Tools/strategies to boost SCL in Classrooms through
technology

e Online reports , discussions & Databases
e  Electronic Archives & Talking Books
e Interactive Whiteboards & Interactive Coursework

e Collaborative and Individual Projects ( Via E-Mail,
Videoconferencing, Creating Websites & Digital Cameras)

e \/Wice Recording System (VRS)
e  Project & Game- Based Learning (PBL & GBL)

However, for successful implementation of SCL and for students
to duly benefit from of it, a concerted understanding and
acceptability is to be developed both at the end of the student/
students to be able to change their traditionally passive mindsets
towards an active learning orientation and for teachers to develop
a democratic temperament facilitating in redesigning their teaching
and methodological skills.
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