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What Is “Learner Centered”?

[ love my teacher and | love leamning in this class. She knows

me and makes leaming fun.
—Middle School Srudent

I used to think 1 was a good teacher, but now | know I'm even
better. I used to reach one end of an audience before. Now |
reach both ends of that audience and students leave my class

knowing that I've made a difference.
—High Schoal Teacher

Many educators and psychologists have been urging us to reex-
amine our concepts of education, schooling, and whom the system
serves (for example, Lincoln, 19953; Marshall, 1992: Sarason, 1995a).
Consensus is emerging that schools are fiving systems—systems funda-
mentally in service to students—and that they serve the basic func-
tion of learning for the primary recipient (the student) and also for the
other people who support the leaming process {(including teachers.
administrators, parents, and other community members). Proponents
of this learner-centered perspective further add that to support the func-
tion of leaming for all learners, educarion and schooling must concern
themselves with how to provide the most supportive learning context
for diverse students—a context that is shaped primarily by the teacher
and where that reacher “comes from” in terms of valuing and un-
derstanding the rich array of individual differences and needs that
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students present, From this perspective, curriculum and content are
important but not exclusive factors in students’ desired motivation,
learning, and achicvement. What is as important as curriculum and

—  content, and fundamental to the leaming of curriculum and content,
is attention to meeting individual learner needs.

The importance of meeting the basic needs of all learners in a
learner-centered educational system is becoming particularly acute
as this nation’s schools face increasingly diverse student popula-
tions. What do we mean by learner centered? How do we distinguish
this concept from child or student centered? How, too, do we differ-
entiate it from older more traditional concepts of education and
schooling? The purpose of this chapter is to define learner centered
from a research and theory base that integrates what is known today
about learners and leaming.

When learner centered is defined from a research-based per-
spective including both learning and learners, we believe that def-
inition establishes a foundation for clarifying what is needed to
create positive learning contexts at the classroom and school lev-
els, contexts in which the likelihood of more students experiencing
success is increased. This goal is critical if this country is to achieve
increased motivation, learning, and academic achievement fora
much larger number of students. including many who are currently
underachieving or dropping out. This research-based foundation
that focuses on both learners and learning can also lead to increased
clarity about the dispositions and characteristics of those who are
in service to learners and learning—including teachers, adminis-
trators, parents, other community members, and the students them-
selves. Finally, a clear definition of learner centered will lead to
clear definitions of the practices, programs, and policies that char-
acterize learner-centered classrooms and schools.

The Leamer-Centered Psychological Principles

In 1990, rthe American Psychological Association (APA) ap-
N pointed a special Presidential Task Force on Psvchology in Educa-
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tion whose purpose was twofold: (1) to determine ways in which
the psychological knowledge base related to learning, motivation,
and individual differences could contribute directly to improve-
ments in the quality of student achievement and (2} to provide
suidance for the design of educational systems that would best sup-
port individual student leaming and achievement. One task force
project, directed by Barbara McCombs, was to integrate, from psy-
cholopy, education, and related disciplines, research and theory
concerned with education and the process of schooling. The pur-
pose was to surface general principles that could form a framework
for school redesign and reform. The resulting document, Learner-
Centered Psychological Principles: Guidelnes for School Redesign and
Reform, specified twelve fundamental principles about learners and
learning, Taken as a whole, they provide an integrated perspective
on factors influencing learning for all learners.* Together, they are
inrended to be understood as an organized knowledge base that sup-
ports a learner-centered model.

No one principle can be considered in isolation if maximum
learning is to occur for each student. The principles are categorized
into Jomains of basic factors that cannot be ignored in understand-
ing individual learners and the learning process, as they provide the
foundation for sound teaching practices. The domains describe areas
identified in the research as having an impact on learning. The fac-
tors making up the domains are related to the intellectual aspects of
leaming (metacognitive and cognitive factors); motivational influ-
ences on learning (affective factors}); individual differences in intel-
lectual, social, emotional, and physical development areas
{(developmental factors); influences of the individual’s own self-
assessments and the assessments of others on learning (personal and

*Because our purpose in this book is to lay our implications of the twelve prineples for a
new model of learner-cenrered classrooms and schools, we do nar review the research that
supports cach principle here. For readers interested in this research support, several saurces
are relevant. The specific research and theory reviewed in developing the principles is
Jescribed by McCombs {1994a).Further reseatch support 15 described by Alexander and
Murphy (in press) and McCombs and Lambert (in press).
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ExHislT 1.1 (continued)

relevant, authentic leaming tasks of optimal difficulty and novelty for
each student.

DEVELOPMENTAL FACTORS

Principle 8: Developmental constraints and opportunities. Individuals
progress through stages of physical, intellectual, emotional, and social
development that are a function of unique genetic and environmental
factors.

PERSONAL AND SOCIAL FACTORS

Principle 9: Social and cultural diversity. Learning is facilitated by
social interactions and communication with athers in flexible, diverse
(in age. culture, family background, erc.), and adaptive instructional
settings.

Principle 10: Social acceptance, self-esteem, and learning. Learning
and self-csteem are heightened when individuals are in respectful and
caring relationships with others who see their porential, genuinely
appreciate their unique talents, and accept them as individuals.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

Principle 11: Individual differences in learning. Alrhough basic prin-
ciples of learning, motivation, and effective instruction apply to all
leamers {regardless of ethnicity, race, gender, physical ability, religion,
orf sociocconomic status), learners have different capabilities and prefer-
ences for learning mode and strategies. These differences are a function
of environmenr {what is learned and communicared in different cul-
tures or other social groups) and heredity (what occurs naturally as a
function of genes).

Principle 12: Cognitive filters. Personal beliefs, thoughts, and under-
standings resulting from prior learning and interpretations become the
individual’s basis for constructing reality and interpreting life experiences.

Source: Presidential Task Foree on Psychology in Education, American Psy-
cholagical Association, 1993, pp. 7-9. Reprinted with permission of Mid-conti-
nent Regional Educational Laboratory.
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Ext1BIT 1.2 Domains of Learner-Centered Principles.

METACOGNITIVE AND COGNITIVE

These four principles (1 through 4) describe how a learner thinks and
remermbhers. They describe factors involved in the construction of
meaning from information and experiences. They also explain how
the mind works to create sensible and organized views of the wirld
and to fir new information into the structure of what is already
known. They conclude that thinking and directing one’s own learn-
ing is a natural and active process and, even when subconscious,
occurs all the time and with all people. What is learned, remembered,
and thought about, however, is unique to each individual.

AFFECTIVE

These three principles {3 through 7) describe how beliefs, emotions,
and motivation influence the way in which people perceive leamning
situations, how much people leam, and the effort they are willing to
invest in learning. Individuals’ emotional state of mind, beliefs about
personal competence, expectations about success, and personal inter-
ests and goals all influence how motivated they are to learn. Although
mortivation to learn is natural under conditions and about things peo-
ple perceive to be personally relevant and meaningful, motivation
may need to be stimulated in situations that require individuals to
learn what seems uninteresting or irrelevant to them.

DEVELOPMENTAL

This principle {8) recognizes capacitics for learning that arc known to
develop or emerge over time. It is based on research documenting the
changes in human capacities and capabilities over the lifespan. It informs
us about the identifiable progressions of physical, intellectual, emotional,
and social areas of development that are influenced by unique genetic or
environmental factors. These progressions vary both across and within
individuals and thus cannot be overgeneralized for any one individual or
group of individuals because of the risk of limiting opportunities for learn-
ing. The important generalization in this domain is that individuals learn
best when material is appropriate to their developmental level and pre-
sented in an enjoyable, intercsting, and challenging way.
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EXHIBIT 1.2 (continued)

PERSONAL AND SOCIAL

These two principles (9 and 10) describe the role that others play in
the learning process and the way people leamn in groups. These prin-
ciples reflect the research that shows that people learn from each
other and can help cach other learn through the sharing of their indi-
vidual perspectives. If learners participate in respectful and caring
relationships with others who see their potential, genuinely appreciate
their unique talents, and accept them as individuals—both learning
and feelings of self-esteem are enhanced. Positive student-teacher
relationships define the cornerstone of an effective learning
environment— one that promotes hoth learning and positive self-

development.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

These two principles (11 and 12) describe how individuals’ unique
backgrounds and capabilities influence learning. These principles help
explain why individuals learn different things, at different times, and in
different ways. Although the same basic principles of learning, thinking,
feeling, relating to others, and development apply to all individuals—
what they learn and how this Jearning is communicared differs in differ-
ent environments {(for example, cultural or social groups) and as a
function of heredity, From their environment and heredity, people cre-
ate unique thoughts, beliefs, and understandings of themselves and their
wotld. Appreciating these differences and understanding how they may
show up in learning situations is essential to creating effective leamming
environments for all students.
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should be broader because it is clear that the twelve principles apply
to all individuals, from the very young to the very old, from students
in the classroom to teachers, administrators, parents, and others
influenced by the process of schooling and by other formal and
informal learning experiences.

Some people equate learner centered both with child or student
centered and with a focus on the affective side of education—the
quality of interpersonal relationships and learning environments.
They equate it with creating climates of caring and with focusing
on fostering students’ self-esteem and sense of well-being. Again,
we believe these are imporrant but make up only part of the picture.
The domains covered by the principles—the metacognitive and
cognitive, affective, personal and social, developmental, and other
individual differences factors— emphasize both the learner and
learning. A central undersranding that emerges from an integrated
and holistic look at the prineiples is that for educational systems to
serve the needs of all learners, it is essential thar they have a focus
on the individual learner as well as an understanding of the learn-
ing process. Thus, we have evolved the following definition of
learner centered:

DEFINITION OF “LEARNER CENTERED"

The perspective that couples a focus on individual learners {their
heredity, experiences, perspectives, backgrounds, talents, interests,
capacities, and needs) awith a focus on learning (the best available
knowledge about learning and how: it occurs and abowt teaching
bractices that are most effective in promoting the highest levels of
mativation, leaming, and achieverment for all learners) . This dual
focus then informs and drives educational decision making.
The learner-centered perspective is a reflection of the twelve
learner-centered psychological principles in the programs,
practices, policies, and people that support le arning for all.

This definition in company with the principles themselves leads
to five fundamental conclusions about learners and learning.
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Because these conclusions offer a distillation of the principles and
a holistic and integrarive view of key assumptions about the mean-
ing of learner centered, we call them premises of a learner-centered
model. Later on we will use these premises to organize implications
for practice in order to simplify the discussion.

Premises of the Learner-Centered Model

. Learners are distincr and unique. Their distinctiveness and

uniqueness must be attended to and taken into account if learn-
ers are to engage in and take responsibility for their own learning.

. Learners' unique differences include their emotional states of

mind, leaming rates, learning styles, stages of development,
abilities, ralents, feelings of efficacy, and other academic and
nonacademic attributes and needs. These must be taken into
account if all learners are to be provided with the necessary
challenges and opportunities for learning and self-development.

Learning is a constructive process that occurs best when what
is being learned is relevant and meaningtul to the learner and
when the learner is actively engaged in creating his or her
own knowledge and understanding by connecting what is
being learned with prior knowledge and experience.

. Learning occurs best in a positive environment, one that con-

tains positive interpersonal relationships and interactions,
that contains comfort and order, and in which the learner
feels appreciated, acknowledged, respected, and validated.

. Learning is 4 fundamentally natural process; learners are natu-

rally curious and basically interested in lcarning about and
mastering their world. Although negative thoughts and feel-
ings sometimes interfere with this natural inclination and
must be dealt with, the learner does not require “fixing.”

None of these premises needs to take a particular form or look

a particular way. However, they must be reflected in the beliefs,
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characteristics, dispositions, and practices of teachers. When this
occurs, teachers’ interactions with learners and the programs
and practices they adopt can maximize learning for each student.
Generally this means that (1) leamners are included in educational
decision-making processes, whether those decisions concern what
learners focus on in their learning or what rules are established for
the classroom; (2) the diverse perspectives of learners are encour-
aged and respected during learning experiences; {3) the differences
among learners’ cultures, abilities, styles, developmental stages, and
needs are accounted for and respected; and {4) learncrs are treated
as cocreators in the teaching and learning process, as individuals
with ideas and issues that deserve attention and consideration. The
learner-centered model can be diagramed as an integration of all
this knowledge about learners and leamning (see Figure 1.1). Apply-
ing this knowledge goes further, however. For teachers, it means
functioning in a manner consistent with the foundational knowledge rep-
resented in the premises of the model. This knowledge shows up in teach-
ers’ beliefs, dispositions, characteristics and practices.

To make this model more meaningful and further clarify how
learner centered differs from child or student centered, consider the
following two examgles.

ELEMENTARY EXAMPLE

Mes. Jordan teaches second grade. She loves this age level and
shows it in her caring attitude toward her students. When a
student doesn'r feel like putting in a lot of effort and hard wark
on a project, she finds something else for the student to do and
may even excuse him from the assigned schoolwork. Her stu-
dents love her but know she won't demand much from them.,
Many of them later report that they wish she had also been a
little more demanding of them in their learning and waork.
Conversely, Ms. Williams, who also teaches second grade,
expects all her students to work hard and develop a sense of
responsibility for their own leamning. She takes time to know
each student personally and knows their strengths and interests.
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FIGURE 1.1 Learner-Centered Model: A Holistic Perspective.
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When a student doesn’t feel like putting in the effort and hard
work she expects, she sits down with the student, and they talk
about what issues ot problems the student may be having that
are interfering with wanting to learn. She assumes that once the
student feels listened o and raken seriously, his or ber natural
motivation to leamn will return. She continues to expect and
“demand” the student’s best effort and good work.

SECONDARY EXAMPLE

M. Jacobs teaches algebra to freshmen students. He knows
that many of the freshmen are probably not going to use alge-
bra in their other courses or jobs, so he spends most of the class
period relating to the students, telling jokes, and making the
class furs. The students don’t learn a lot of algebra, but they
think M. Jacobs is a great guy who really cares about them.
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Mr. Stevens’s freshmen algebra class is very different. He
starts the class with cxercises that help the students get to
know him and each other as they apply simple algebraic con-
cepts such as grouping relationships in equations. In this
familiar context in which they are interested and having fun,
the students realize that algebra can be a useful subject. The
students leave Mr. Stevens’s class believing that he knows
them and respects them. They also know that they have been
helped to learn a valuable subject they may not have thought
they could learn or use.

Although these contrasts between child-centered and learner-
centered practices may seem extreme, they represent what most
individuals have experienced or observed abour various educarional
practices. Many people see child centered practices as “soft,” nor
rigorously attentive to the effective leaming of needed knowledge
and skills. Even though this characterization may be unfair, it exists,
and one reason we have chosen the term learner centered is to
move clearly beyond that concept to one that couples a concern
with the individual learner with the best available knowledge about
how learning occurs and with the usc of practices that best promote
high levels of learning, motivation, and achievement.

From Content to Learning and Leamers

In the past, educators have most often approached the business of
schooling with a concentration on the teaching of content—that
is, on what and how much must be raught in various traditional
academic subjects. Learning and learners are, at best, an implied
component. This is particularly true at the high school level and
beyond and is supported by the dominant method of teacher
preparation: a focus on discipline knowledge often to the exclusion
of pedagogical knowledge and skills. With the popularity of the
standards movement, which identifies what is important for learn-
ers to know and be able to do, this attention to content has moved

O
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to in-service teacher education as well. That is, with this shift from
what to teach to a focus on what must be learned by each student,
attention raoves to the learner’s performance or demonstration of
the knowledge or skills identitied as important by the standards.

This shift in focus from teaching required content to learning
valued knowledge and skills goes only half the distance necessary,
however, if the goal is to educate all students. Why? Because with-
out a corresponding focus on individual learners, educators are in
danger of continuing to ignore students’ calls for help when these
students say they think school is irrelevant, report feeling discon-
nected from their teachers and peers, or drop out mentally or phys-
ically because they just do not want to be in school. It takes more
than the identification of the most important knowledge and skills
to address these concerns, although student interest in standards
and even input into the process of selecting them can contribute to
addressing some concerns. Focusing on standards and learning is
necessary but is in itself not sufficient.

The learner-centered model focuses equally on the learner and
learning. The ultimate goal of schooling is to foster the learning of
learners; and learners learn best when they are an integral part of the
learning equation. This means that the following are recognized
and taken into account in students’ schooling experiences: the rel-
evance and meaningfulness of what students are being asked to
learn, students’ distinctiveness and uniqueness, the support avail-
able to students from the environment, the relationships within
which students’ learning occurs, and educators’ beliefs about the
naturalness of students’ learning. And as we stated earlier, it is by
focusing on what is known about both learners and the learning
process that educators gain a chance at having each student meet
high academic standards.

The learner-centered model best serves as a lens through which
to view and plan for schooling—from student-adule relationships
to curriculum, instruction, and assessment to policies, procedures,
and structures in classrooms, buildings, and districts. When educa-
tors adopt the learner-centered model, the five premises that

ey = am = e
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emanate from the leamner-centered psychological principles become
the foundation upon which they function. Although specific
actions and programs may be extremely diverse, where people come
from as they engage in those actions and programs is common and
consistent, as is their understanding of what promotes maximum
motivation to learn and successful learning by all learners. This
commonality and consistency are reflections of the learner-centered
model and its five premises.

Deborah Meier, founder and director of Central Park Fast School
in New York Clity (a school with a more than twenty-five-year his-
tory of success}, has stated that the educarional system needs a wide
diversity of schools that support stable personal relationships more
than ever {Meier, 1995). We believe that educators also need to
acknowledge that equal attention must be given to learners’ indi-
vidual needs and attributes if schools are to maximize the likelihood
that all students will achieve identified standards. (And we agree
that fundamental knowledge and skills do exist without which it is
difficult for anyone to function in lifc and make the most of what-
ever gifts he or she has to offer.}We also helieve that educators’
thinking needs to take advantage of students’ rich diversity of indi-
vidual differences and talents, all of which are needed in roday’s
complex world. We ought to honor multiple intelligences (Gardner
1993, 1995} as well as the goal that Elliott Eisner (1994, pp. 6-7)
describes: “Rather than trying to ensure that every student gets to
the same place at the same time, schools should strive to raise the
mean in performance and increase the variance of students’ inter-
ests and strengths. Educators ought to be cultivating productive
idiosyncrasy, playing to the youngsters’ ralents . . . because in the
long haul it’s the cultivation of these posirive aptitudes that will
feed back into the culture.”

How can we who are educarors accomplish this goal? When we
use a sound set of principles that guide our hearts, thinking, and
decision making, we have a foundation for developing significant
educational models that help all learners develop their unique
capacities and talents and maximize their learning of those things
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deemed critical by society. When we focus on learners—on our
understanding of their needs and how they learn best—as well as
learning, more students will be both more successful and more sat-
isfied in schaoal. [n addition, many of our current innovations will
be mare effective in eliciting motivation, learning, and achieve-
ment from more of our students.

Whar nceds to happen to shift educators toward this learner-
centered approach? As stated earlier, it tequires an understanding
of the learner-centered psychological principles, the foundational
knowledge of the learner-centered model, and functioning with
beliefs, characteristics, dispositions, and practices thar are aligned
with the principles and the model. The remainder of this chaprer
explores learner-centered belicfs, characteristics, and dispositions.

Shifting Beliefs and Assumptions
About Learners, Leaming, and Teaching

Throughout history, all major changes have required a transforma-
tion i thinking, seeing, or interpreting reality—what is often called
a paradigm shift. In this current era of educational reform, many shifts
in thinking are being proposed. Educators are being asked to adopt
thinking that holds thar “all students can learn” and to see educa-
tion as a “‘shared responsibility”” among all constituencies—students,
reachers, administrators, parents, and community members. Educa-
tors are also being asked ta confront old models and beliefs about
how individuals learn and how best to promote the learning process.
In any time of significant change, people are forced to confront old
belicfs and assumptions and to challenge themselves to revise these
views based on cvidence that a change is needed. For this process to
be successful, however, people need to know why such a shift is
needed, what the shift entails. and how to make the shift. This
certainly is the case when educatars are asked to adopt a learner-
centcred approach.

One current problem is that neither the public nor many educa-
tors are convinced that change is needed. Because all people have
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been educated, most often by attending schools, they consider them-
selves experts about schooling and leaming. Many people flock to
their children’s teachers, principals, and school boards and tell them
what should be taught and how. Often they argue for a retum to “how
it used to be, because if it was good enough for me, it is good enough
for my child.” We believe this happens largely because people do not
have sufficient knowledge of education beyond their own experience
and fail to examine the knowledge they do have in light of the mon-
umental changes in this society over the past fifty years. For example,
all of us now live with tremendous technological tools such as the
microwave oven, laptop computer, and cellular telephone—all of
which were unknown even thirty years ago to all but the scientists
developing them. Access to tremendous sources of information
through the Internet is an even more recent development that is
changing what and how people learn. At the same time, most people
are unaware of what has been discovered about leaming and learners
in recent years and thus cannot take into account the implications of
this new knowledge base.

Contrast the way people interact with educators with the way
they interact with medical practitioners. Few people tell their doc-
tors what to do or recommend treatment that “was good enough for
me thirty years ago.” They seem to understand thar medical practi-
tioners have at least some level of expertise in their fields and that
new knowledge and conditions dictate new solutions and new ways
of thinking. Yet when it comes to education, people often offer sim-
plistic and familiar solutions and are quick to play expert.

Educators themselves are also often resistant to change. First,
there always seems to be a new handwagon, one that frequently
“comes in with a bang and goes out with a whimper.” Policies, pro-
grams, and practices commenly change with changes in school
administrations or legislative mandates. Rather than evaluare the
educational impact of each bandwagon, many educators, somewhat
understandably, hope it will go away as have so many others before
it. Second, educators often feel saddled with all the responsibility
for student success or failure in school and in life. They know thar

L
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what they do 1n school, no matter how positive, can get “undone”
outside of school. Such concern 1s valid, and the teacher’s work is
often undermined outside the classroom, yet one teacher often can
make the crucial difference for an otherwise certain-to-fail student
(see, for example, Gordon, 1992, and Levine and Nidiffer, 1996, for
stories of individuals from poor and disadvantaged situations who
have “beaten the odds” because of reacher support).

Even educators who are open to change feel uncertainty about
what kind of changes will be most effective and how best to go
about making them. They also question whether any changes can
be successful given what appears to be a complex and overwhelm-
ing set of problems and issues underlying educational systems
change. Feelings of fear, frustration, hopelessness, and despair
abound, as well as a sense that “we’re already doing so much—how
can we possibly do more?” In such an atmosphere, it is easy to hold
on to old beliefs and assumptions, to stay within the comfort zone
of old ways of thinking about and doing educarion, and to avoid the
issue as long as possible. Is there a way to break through this resig-
nation and inertia? What might incresse hopefulness about change
and thus willingness to change?

Self-Assessing Personal Beliefs

We have becn taking these questions seriously as we ourselves exam-
ine our own beliefs and rhinking about learning, learners, and teach-
ing. We have looked to the research literature to inform us about
what needs to change and why. We have challenged ourselves to dis-
cover a sound foundation of research-based principles that can guide
the change process. [n our efforts, we have learned to question even
the most pervasive assumptions and ideas being proposed. For exam-
ple, we have learned from the rescarch that not only can all students
learn but all students do learn. Research from cognitive and develop-
mental psychology clearly supports the view that learning is a natural
and ongoing process, that it occurs continuously for all learners, cra-

dle to grave {Alexander & Murphy, in press; McCombs, 1994¢). We
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have examined the differences in educational systems based on the
“can learn” versus the “do learn” philosophy and have seen clear evi-
dence of the superiority of those systems that assume all students do
learn (McCombs & Stiller, 1995).The “do learn” environments
respect and accommodate student diversity by assuming thar learn-
ing and motivation are natural and that students can be trusted to
guide their own learning process; they do not have to be sorted by
others into presumed categories of ability. Learning methads, con-
tent, and performance demonstrations are variable and determined
with student input, not selecred for students in ways that may limit
student potential. Pracrices are inclusive and accepting of multiple
abilities, and they value the cultivation and demonstration of diverse
talents, both academic and nonacademic.

Our examination has led us to a recognition that educational
systems are more successful with more learners when they are
designed from a research-based set of principles that focus on learn-
ers and learning and that are translated into a core philosophy and
culture. We also have realized rhar change is more likely to occur
when educators and others are assisted in self-assessing and reflect-
ing on their basic beliefs and assumptions, and in engaging in crit-
ical inquiry about issues identified in the research on learners and
learning. We believe these are essential steps in the change process.
We now challenge you, our readers, to assess your fundamental
beliefs and assumptions about learners, learning, and teaching. Take
a few minutes to engage in the self-assessment exercise in Exhibit
1.3. The more truthful you can be in your responses and the more
you resist the tempration to give what you believe to be “accept-
able” or "right” answers, the more useful the results of this assess.
ment will be to you. To determine how your beliefs “measure up” to
those identified as learner centered, rurn to Appendix A for self-
scoring instructions and score explanations.

Do teachers’ learncr-centered beliefs have a positive impact on
student motivation, learning, and success? Qur research (McCombs
& Sriller, 1995) looked at the impact of teacher beliefs on reacher per-
ceptions of their classroom practices and at how teacher perceptions

]

J
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ExtiBIT 1.3 Teacher Beliefs Survey.

Please read each of the following statements. Then decide the extent
to which you agree or disagree. Circle the number to the right of the
question that best matches your choice. Go with your fist judgment
and do not spend much time mulling over any one statement. FLEASE
ANSWER EVERY (QUESTION.

Strongly
Disagree
Somewhat
Disagree
Sormewhat
Agree
Srrongly
Agrec

1. Students have more respect for
teachers they see and can relate to as

[
)
.

real people, not just as teachers. 1

1t

. There are some students whose
personal lives are so dysfunctional
that they simply do not have the
capability to learn. 1
3. 1can’t allow myself ro make mistakes
with my students. |
4. Students achieve more in classes in

[
[
o

b2
L
e

which teachers encourage them to

express their personal beliefs and

feelings. 1 2 3 4
5. Too many students expect to be

coddled in school. 1 2 3 4
6. If students are not doing well, they

need to go back to the basics and do

more drill and skill devclopment, 1 2 3 4

~.]

. In order to maximize learning, I need
to help students feel comfortable in
discussing their feelings and beliefs. i 2 3 4

8. 1It’'s impossible to work with students

who refuse to learn. 1 2 3 4

9. No matter how bad a teacher feels,

he or she has a responsibility not to

let students know abour those feelings. |

o
.
o
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1.

13

14.

15.

16,

17.
18.

19,
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Addressing students' social,
emotional, and physical needs s just
as important to leaming as meeting
their intellecrual needs.

Even with feedback, some students
just can’t figure out their mistakes.

. My most important job as a teacher

is to help students meet well-
established standards of what it
takes to succeed,

Taking the time ro create caring
retationships with my students is the
most important element for student
achievement,

[ can’t help feeling upset and
inadequate when dealing with
difticulr srudents.

If I don't prompt and provide
direction for student questions,
students won't get the right answer.
Helping students understand how
their beliefs about themselves
influence learning is as important as
working on their academic skills.

I€’s just woo late to help some students.

Knowing my subject matter really
well is the most important contribu-
tion [ can make to student learning.
I can help students whao are uninter-
ested in learning get in touch with
their natural motivation to learn.

Strongly

[hsagree

Sommewliae
Disagree
Sormewhar

tod

bt

[aw}

]

I

£ gk
3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4
3 4

p——

Py
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ExuieiT 1.3 (continued)

26.

I~
~.]

12
:’2:'

No matter what 1 do or how hard 1
try, there are some students who are
unreachable.

. Knowledge of the subjecr area is the

most important part of being an
effective teacher.

. Students will be more motivated to

Jearn if teachers get to know them at
a personal level.

. Innate ability is fairly fixed and some

children just can't learn as well as
others.

. One of the most important things 1

can teach students is how to follow
rules and to do what is expected of
them in the classroom.

. When teachers are relaxed and

comfortable with themselves, they
have access to a natural wisdom for
dealing with even the most difficult
classroom situations.

Teachers shouldn’t be expected 10
work with students who consistently
cause protlems in class.

. Good teachers always know more

than their students.

Being willing to share who lam as a
person with my students facilitates
learning more than being an
authority figure.

Strongly

Disagree

Somcwhat
Dusugree

2] et [ )

b

(o]

Somewhat
Agree

Strongly
Ayree
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Strongly
Disagrec
Somewhat
Disagree
Somewhar
Agree
Suongly

Apree

29. 1 know best whart students need to
know and what's imporrant; students
should take my word that something
will be relevant to them. I
30. My acceprance of myself as a person

[
ot
fa

is more central to my classroom

effectiveness than the comprehen-

siveness of my teaching skills. 1
31. For effective learning to occur, I need

to be in control of the direction

of learning. 1 2 3 4
32. Accepting students where they are—

no matter what their behavior and

[
(o
-

academic performance-—makes them

more receptive to learning. l 2 3 4
33. lam responsible for what students
learn and how they learn. | 2 3 4

34. Seeing things from the students’
point of view is the key to their good

performance in school. 1 2 3 4
35. Ibelicve that just listening ro

students in a caring way helps them

solve their own problems. 1 2 3 4

Sowrce: Developed by Mid-continent Regional Educational Lahoratory
(McREL), 1994. Reprinted with permission of McREL.
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of practice differ from student perceptions of these same practices. In
a large-scale study, we confirmed our hypothesis about the positive
impact of beliefs and practices consistent with the research on learn-
ers and learning. We also found that teachers who are more learner
centered are more successful in engaging more students in an effec-
tive learning process and are also more effective learners themselves
and happier with their jobs. Furthermore, teachers report that the
process of self-assessment and reflection—particularly on discrepan-
cies between their own and their individual students’ experiences of
classroom practices— helps them identify areas in which they might
change their practices to be more effective in reaching more students.
This is an important finding that relates to the “how” of transforma-
tion. It says that helping teachers and others engage in a process of
self-assessment and reflection provides a respectful and nonjudgmen-
tal impetus to change. Combining the opportunity for teacher self-
assessment of and reflection on beliefs and practices with skills
training in how to create leamer-centered schools and classrooms can
help complete the transformation.

Profiles of Learner-Centered Teachers

To show a clear picture of the differences between a learner-
centered and non-learner-centered orientation, we have created
two contrasting profiles, each based on the beliefs described in the
Teacher Beliefs Survey (Exhibit 1.3). As in any two-category pro-
file, assumptions must, by necessity, fall into one category or the
other, and thus the profiles may appear to paint absolute pictures.
However, in teality, most teachers do not subscribe to all the beliefs
in cither profile but have a combination of beliefs, although usually
attributes of one profile or the other will be dominant.

PROFILE OF TEACHER WITH

LEARNER-CENTERED ASSUMPTIONS

All students have the potential to learn. In order to maximize
learning, [ need to help students feel comfortable discussing
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their feelings and beliefs. Addressing students’ sacial, emo-
tional, and physical needs is important for leaming to occur.
Helping students understand how their beliefs about them-
selves affect learning is as important as working on their aca-
demic skills. Students have the natural ability to direct their
own learning.

When reachers are relaxed and comfortable with them-
selves, they have access to a natural wisdom for dealing with
even the most ditficult classroom situations. Being willing to
relate to each student as a unique individual facilitates learn-
ing more than does being an authority figurc. In addition to
focusing on what needs to be taught, teachers need ro support
students in pursuing their own interests in school and in con-
necting learning to their life situations.

Accepring students where they are—without condoning
their behavior—makes them more receptive to learning. |
have faith in my ability to make a difference with all students.
Seeing things from the students’ point of view is a key ro their
good performance in school. | believe thar listening to stu-
dents in a caring way helps them solve their own problems.

PROFILE OF TEACHER WITH
NON-LEARNER-CENTERED ASSUMPTIONS

[f students are not doing well, they need to go back to the basics
and do more drill and skill development. My most important
job as a reacher is to help studentes meet established curriculum
standards. Left to their own devices, most students can’t really
be trusted to learn what they need to know. If 1 don’t prompt
and provide direction for student questions, students won't get
the right answer. Knowing my subject matter really well is the
most important contribution I can make to student learming.
Good teachers always know more than their students.

There are so many complex reasons why students misbe-
have that it's not worth may time to figure out what [ should
do. Besides, [ can't affect the things that happen outside of
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school. If I give too much control to students in my class, they
will take advantage of me. For students to respect me as a
teacher, it is essential that | maintain my role as an authority
figure. One of the most important things [ can teach students
is how to follow rules and to do what is expecred of them in
the classroom. Innate ability is fairly fixed and some children
just can't learn as well as others. Some students just don’t
want to leamn. Teachers shouldn’t be expected to work with
students who consistently cause problems in class. [ know best
what students need to know and what's important; students
should take my word that what 'm teaching will be relevant
to them sometime in their lives.

Again, most teachers do not fall rotally within one profile or the
other but share some attributes of each. In general, however, we
have found that teachers who lean toward the non-leamner-centered
profile tend to direct whar students learn and how they learn it,
assert their authority through dictares and arbitrary rules, try to
keep students on their toes (by giving pop quizzes, for example},
concentrate solely on building students’ intellectual capacirty, and
focus on getting through the required curriculum.

Those who tend toward rhe learner-centered profile focus on
the student as well as on the student’s learning. A focus on the
student generally entails better communicarion and cooperation
with the student. These teachers are more likely to rake into
account what students want to learn, include students in the set-
ting of learning goals, and support students as they learn to take
increasing responsibility for their own learning, sometimes indi-
vidually and sometimes in cooperative groups. These tcachers are
more inclined to draw on students’ unique talents, capacities, and
strengths to bring about desired learning cutcomes—that is, they
focus on learning outcomes desired by both teacher and student.
Learner-centered teachers also have a propensity to cultivate not
just intellectual but also social and ecmotional growth within and
among students.
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Teacher Beliefs About What
It Means to Be Leamner Centered

Conversations with teachers clearly reveal thar they have very dif-
ferent beliefs and assumptions about what it means o be learner
centered. Teachers, like everyone else, form their beliefs and per-
ceprions from personal experience, education, and values. Teach-
ers’ fundamental beliefs about education are important because they
consciously and unconsciously shape how teachers see and relate to
learners, learning, and teaching. For example, teachers can see
learners from a strength or a deficit perspective {as having everything
they need within them to succeed or as missing motivation and
capability to learn, which qualities then need to be added or fixed);
they can see learning as a natural process or as something students
have to be taught to do; and they can see teaching as a process of
facilitation and guidance or a process of directing and controlling
learning. Thus, what teachers believe and assume abour learners,
learning, and teaching affects what they do, their behaviors and
practices ar the school and classroom levels. More importantly,
teachers’ awareness of their specific assumptions and beliefs about
learners, learning, and teaching helps prevent hidden cultures in
classrooms, cultures that are felt by both students and teachers but
that cannot be addressed because they are unacknowledged.

It is thus important to define and help teachers become more
aware of those beliefs and assumptions about learners, learning, and
teaching that are consistent with an instructional orientation
toward the learner's needs, capacities, and perspectives and roward
learning as a process of personally constructing meaning. These are the
beliefs and assumptions that lead to practices that are respectful,
empowering, and facilitative of learning. These beliefs define the
learner-centered teacher. Conversely, belicfs and assumptions about
learners, learning, and teaching that reflect a deficit perspective
about students and an interest in content alonc are often bur not
always consistent with a traditional orientation that can be defined
as non-learner centered. One of our goals in our ongoing research
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and examination becamc to define these two orientations more
specifically; that is, to identify those beliefs that help learners feel
valued and respected as individuals and those beliefs that alienate
students or lead them to feel devalued as learners.

We found in our research that teachers were not absolutely
learner centered or completely non—learner centered. Different
learner-centered teachers had different but overtapping beliefs. At
the same time, however, because specific beliefs or teaching practices
could be classified as learner centered or non—learner centered,
learner-centered teachers can be simply defined as those that have
more learner-centered than non-learner-centered beliefs and prac-
tices. Clearly, believing that all students learn is quite different from
and more leamer centered than believing that some students cannot
learn. Learner-centered teachers see each student as unique and
capable of learning, have a perspective that includes the leamer
(knowing that this promotes learning), understand basic principles
defining learners and leaming, and honor and accept the learners
point of view (McCombs & Stiller, 1995). As a result, the scudent’s
natural inclinations to learn, master the environment, and grow in
positive ways are enhanced.

Characteristics and Dispositions
of Leamer-Centered Teachers

Learner-centered teachers also tend to have some general charac-
teristics and dispositions in common. McKeachie (1990, 1992,
1995) talks about what makes a good teacher great. We believe
that those whom he and others call good teachers have character-
istics and dispositions we call learner centered. Evidence from the
Purdue studies (Remmers) that took place from the 1920s to the
1960s shows that student ratings identify good teachers as those
who demonstrate interest in their subject, a sympathetic attitude
toward students, fairness in grading, a sense of humor, and a liberal
attitude. The Michigan studies of the 1950s (described in Pintrich,
Brown, & Weinstein, 1994) show that students believe that good
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teachers put across material in interesting ways, stimulare intellec-
tual curiosity, give clear explanations, are skillful in observing stu-
dent reactions, are friendly, and provide clear structure and
organization to the materials presented. Good teachers are also
found to give quality feedback, are available and helpful, are fair,
have a concern for their students, are enthusiastic about their sub-
ject matter and teaching, organize materials and information, and
give clear explanations.

McKeachie also reports what teachers believe to be character-
istics of good teachers; most of these characteristics overlap with
those students identify. Good teachers are enthusiastic, seem inter-
ested in teaching, use good examples, are concerned about student
learning, encourage students to express opinions, and are well
organized.

What do good teachers do? Observations of good teachers
(Murray & Renaud, 1995) show that good teachers speak expres-
sively, move around, use humor, are enthusiastic, are clear (use con-
crete examples, signal transitions, repeat difficult material), call
students by name, ask questions of students, are respectful of stu-
dents, and have rapport with them (these teachers are friendly, flex-
ible, available to talk to, and the like}. Again, many of these actions
are ones we define as learner centered.

Interestingly, many of the characteristics and dispositions that
we believe define learner-centered teachers are similar or identical
to those that describe expert teachers as well. For example, in a study
aimed at differentiating between expert and experienced teachers,
Henry (1994} cites the following as differentiating an expert teacher:
knows the content, works with all students, nurtures, takes risks,
respects students, is interested in individual student needs, partici-
pates in continuing professional growth, is self-confident and reflec-
tive, adjusts the context to learners, is slow to close the learning
process, makes multiple concept connections, is enthusiastic, uses
teachable moments, uses a variety of strategies, has good classroom
management, and acknowledges own lack of knowledpe (shares the
ownership of knowing).
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reciprocal. We thus have yet morc evidence that answers the ques-
rion why learner centered?

Summary

There is little argument that traditional modes of schooling arc no
longer adequate. Students—and, for that matter, all individuals in
the educartonal system— operate as whole persons, with intellec-
tual, emotional, social, and physical needs. In addition, students’
behavior is based on their perceptions and evaluations of situations
from their own perspective—a perspective that considers meaning
and value relevant to personal and cultural contexts. Recause con-
ventional education often ignores current understandings of learn-
ers and learning, it docs not incorporate student perspectives,
needs, and talents. The result is the increased devaluing of schaol-
ing and learning by too many of our scudents.

Many of thesc students are frustrared by the lack of caring they
experience in their schools as well as the absence of a sense of rel-
evancy about what they are being asked to learn and do. This is
true for many urban, suburban, and rural students of all ability lev-
els but is particularly rrue for minority students, for whom race and
culture can be sources of alienarion. More students of color are
entering schools and are finding the dominant school culture to be
in conflict with their home culture. Many teachers have difficulty
working with ethnic minority students. Understanding and accom-
modating different frames of reference can he an enormous and
overwhelming challenge.

Not only are students left wanting something different bur
teachers also feel frustrated. They report that relationships with stu-
dents have suffered as they feel pressured to cover curriculum and
prepare students for tests. They also report a lack of administrative
support, and relationships with administrators that are mostly cen-
tered around rules, regulations, and results. Teachers complain
about not being trusted or respected by legislators, parents, and
even colleagues. Policymakers may wenerate mandates without
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understanding what really goes on in classtooms or what it takes
and how long it takes to bring about personal and systemic change.
Teachers thus feel confused and pur upon by these mandates be-
cause the mandates often do not take into account the realities of
schooling and what is involved in bringing about change.

Administrators also feel pressure to meet policy-driven demands
and are frustrated because they have little time to devote to the fun-
damental issues of teaching and learning or to meeting with teach-
ers about their work in the classroom. Administrators are often the
ones who are called on to negotiate problems hetween teachers and
parents, having to walk a fine line between the two. [n short, such
forms and degrees of alienation among such key participants make
it hard for schools to do their best. The time has come to reevalu-
ate the foundational principles that underlie this country’s educa-
tional system, a task we have addressed in the first chaprer,

The answer to the question why lcarner centered? can be sum-
marized as follows:

® The research evidence 1s abundant and accumulating that
motivation, learning, and achievement are enhanced where
leamer-centered principles and practices are in place—
practices that address the personal domain, which is often
ignored.

* The benefits of learner-centered practice extend to students,
teachers, administrators, parents, and all other participants in
the educational system.

¢ The changes in our society necessitate a change in the role
and function of schools so that they better meet the needs of
the learner as a whole person, whether that person is a stu-
dent, teacher, administrator, or parent.

e Change itself requires a transformation in thinking {and thus
a process of learning); this transformation can be facilitated by
an understanding of basic principles about learning and
learners.
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Some learner-centered teachers have lots of rules and require quiet
and strict behavior; others have looser, less formal guidelines. Some
are serious; others arc funny. Some are more authoritarian {tcm-
pered with caring and respect); others arc more laissez-faire. Again,
being learner-centered is as much a marter of personal disposition—
where teachers come from in their interactions—as it is the specific
actions teachers take in managing the classroom.

Summary

There is no question thar many classrooms in this country produce
students who are motivated to leam, learn, and achieve academic
success. We have proposed that the classrooms in which this occurs
are what we would call learner centered and that many of the
teachers in these clusstooms are the way they are and do what they
do naturally and somewhar intuitively. We also have maintained
that being learner centered does not look any one particular way.
Not all learner-centered teachers believe or think in exactly the
same way or engage in the same practices. We have said repeatedly
that learner-centered teaching is as much a way of being, a disposi-
tion, as it is doing one thing or another.

At the same time, we have also asserted that there are some
important commonalities in beliefs, qualities and characteristics,
and practices of teachers whom we would call learner centered.
Basically they operate in accordance with the premises that emerge
from the lcarner-centered psychological principles. That is, they
acknowledge and attend to students’ unigueness, by first getting to
know their students well and by then using this information to
accommodate students’ unique qualities and needs; they know that
learning is a constructive process and thus they do whatever they can
to ensure that what is being taught is meaningful and relevant to
students and they provide opporrunities for students to be actively
involved in the learning; they create a posive chmate by caring for
and respecting their students as human beings with nonacademic
as well as academic necds and by providing an environment that is
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safe, supportive, and comfortable; and they assume that all of their
students want to learn, and thus they come from that assumption in
their interactions.

These premises, as described in Chapter Two, emerge from the
learner-centered psychological principles, which reflect the rescarch
on both learners and learning. While we acknowledge that many
teachers are learner centered somewhat naturally and intuitively, we
also believe thar these reachers, as well as those who are not partic-
ularly learner centered, can benefit from knowing and understand-
ing the principles and thus the research base these principles reflect.
For teachers in the former group, leamning about the principles might
validate their experience, provide them with a rationale for what
they are doing, foster more purpasefulness in doing what they are
doing, reinforce what they are doing well, and perhaps give them a
few ideas. For teachers in the latter group, we hope that learning
about the principles is an eye-opener, that it gives them a reason to
reassess what they are doing and motivates them to recreate their
relationship to their students and what they do in the classroom,

Deming (quoted in Glasser, 1990, p. 26) makes an interesting
point in creating a case for the importance of understanding theory:
“Knowledge is prediction, and knowledge comes from theory. Expe-
rience teaches nothing without theory. Do nat try to copy someone
else’s success. Unless you understand the theory behind it, trying to
copy it can lead to complete chaos.”

While we might not agree entirely with this position, we do
believe that there is power in understanding the theory behind why
one thing works well and produces the result one is after and another
thing does not. Francis Bacon said, “Knowledge is power.” We agree.
Therefore, we encourage teachers to become knowledgeable about
the learncr-centered psychological principles that reflect the
research about learners and learning from which ways of being,
strategies, and pracrices may be identified that can be used to maxi-
mize motivation, learning, and achicvement for all srudents.






