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Preface to the  
Second Edition

Welcome to the second edition of Learner-Centered Teaching: Five 
Key Changes to Practice. If you haven’t read the first edition or 
haven’t read it for a while, let me start by explaining why I’ve 
opted for the learner-centered name. A variety of terms are being 
used to describe these approaches to teaching: learning-centered, 
student-centered learning, student-centered teaching, or just plain stu-
dent-centered, usually as contrasted with teacher-centered.

I think it’s important to keep the focus on the learners, our 
students. However, when student gets incorporated in the descrip-
tion there’s a tendency to end up in heated discussions about 
students as customers, and should educators be trying to satisfy 
them, and are student-customers always right, and is education  
a product, and if not, what do those tuition dollars buy? Those 
discussions have merit and should be occurring, but they are not 
what learner-centered teaching is about. The focus needs to stay 
on learners and the kind of instructional strategies that support 
their efforts to learn.

Why not use the learning-centered label, then? Learning is an 
abstraction. It’s not a word that points us directly toward its 
meaning. Faculty belong to a culture that thrives on theoretical, 
abstract ideas. With the focus on learning, we are likely to find 
ourselves discussing more and better learning at some abstract 
level. We don’t need learning connected to teaching via some 
intellectually captivating conceptual framework; we need instruc-
tional policies and practices that directly affect how much and 
how well students learn. What we call something will guide how 
we think about it—so what something is called matters. Calling 
this learner-centered teaching keeps us focused on what this way 
of teaching is about.
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What Makes the Second  
Edition Better
What makes this edition better? A variety of things do, starting 
with arguments that are tighter and clearer. Some of these  
changes arise from the fact that extensive lecture-based teaching 
is becoming increasingly difficult to defend. There is more 
research documenting that this method encourages superficial 
learning, along with an inability to retain and apply what has been 
learned. And there is growing evidence that learner-centered 
approaches produce a different kind of learning, develop learn-
ing skills, and move students in the direction of autonomy and 
independence as learners.

This edition is stronger because it incorporates more of the expe-
riential knowledge base. That addition is the result of my ongoing 
conversations with faculty about learner-centered approaches—
how they are using them, what happens when they do, what unre-
solved issues have emerged, and what recommendations they 
would offer others. Their views and experiences have deepened 
my understanding of learner-centered teaching. Improvements in 
the experiential knowledge base are also the result of the prolific 
number of pedagogical articles that report on the design, use, and 
assessment of learner-centered approaches. These ways of teach-
ing are being used across the disciplinary landscape by faculty at 
all kinds of institutions teaching all kinds of students.

I believe this edition is stronger because it tackles with more 
vigor what hasn’t changed since the 2002 edition, and, regrettably, 
that includes almost everything targeted for change in the first 
edition. Evidence in Chapter Two, on research, and in the five 
chapters on key changes verifies that despite more widespread use 
of learner-centered approaches, instruction overall continues to 
be mostly teacher centered, faculty are still making most of the 
learning decisions for students, content still centers the instruc-
tional universe, teachers are still doing too many of the learning 
tasks that students should be doing for themselves, and students 
are still not regularly encouraged to assess their own work or that 
of their peers (which is different from grading it).

That’s the stand-back, view-from-across-the-room picture of 
instruction in higher education. Up close, there are signs of change. 
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“Learner-centered” has become something institutions aspire to 
be—it’s trendy now and along with that come the proverbial bless-
ings and curses. As the conversation about being learner-centered 
continues, more people hear about it, and after consideration 
they try out some of its approaches. That’s on the blessing side. 
One of the curses of this increased “popularity” involves a defini-
tional looseness resulting from widespread use of the term. At this 
point, the learning-centered label is close to synonymous with 
active learning and is applied to almost any strategy that engages 
students and mentions learning. I think this edition is stronger 
because it seeks to reclaim and advance definitional clarity. 
Learner-centered teaching has characteristics that make it unique 
and that differentiate it from active learning and other forms of 
student engagement.

I have enjoyed revising, rewriting, and rethinking the content 
of this book more than I expected I would. It is exciting to see  
an orientation to teaching evolve in ways that make it more sub-
stantive and intellectually viable. It is also satisfying to see how 
much we have learned and challenging to realize how much we 
still don’t know and need to learn.

Content Overview
The details of what’s new in this edition are best described in an 
overview of the chapters ahead. Content in Chapters One and 
Two was drawn from Chapter One in the first edition. Chapter 
One now contains the story of how I became a learner-centered 
teacher and a description of where these ideas originated and on 
what they are based.

Chapter Two is essentially a new chapter. It introduces a sample 
of the research on and research related to learner-centered 
approaches. A significant amount of research has been completed 
since 2002. The chapter samples what’s been done; it does not 
comprehensively review the literature. As discussed in the chapter, 
comprehensive reviews of this literature base present sizable logis-
tical challenges. Work on learner-centered approaches is being 
done across a wide range of disciplines. Tracking everything down 
is a daunting task even with search technologies. Equally challeng-
ing is integrating and comparing results. Researchers define 
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learner-centered differently; some don’t use any of the terms to 
describe treatments that most would call learner-centered. They 
test hypotheses using many methodological approaches. The 
work includes qualitative and quantitative analyses. Research on 
learner-centered teaching is not a systematic progression with one 
set of findings leading to the next set of research questions. 
Chapter Two looks more like a crazy quilt than a patterned design. 
Nonetheless, I think most will find the research sampled there 
constitutes an impressive array of evidence. It was the prevalence 
of new research and its intriguing array of findings that finally 
persuaded me to prepare a second edition.

If I could pick the chapter I would most like those interested 
in learner-centered teaching to read, it would be Chapter Two. 
Faculty have a long history of avoiding educational research, and 
they continue that research avoidance by not reading the wave of 
discipline-based pedagogical scholarship spawned by the scholar-
ship of teaching movement. This is to their disadvantage and the 
detriment of instructional practice. What we do in the classroom 
can be verified (maybe even vindicated) by quantitative and quali-
tative analyses. Research adds validity to what have been asserted 
to be “best practices.” Knowing what we know, in this case about 
learner-centered teaching, confirms what we propose and values 
what we do.

The heart of the book remains, as it was in the first edition, the 
Five Key Changes to Practice chapters in Part Two. These are  
the areas of my practice that changed when I moved from a 
teacher-oriented approach to a learner-centered one. This way of 
organizing learner-centered changes has been used by others, and 
I use it regularly when I speak about learner-centered teaching—
the structure seems to work, so I have retained it.

Each of those chapters has been significantly revised. Early in 
each I explore what has and hasn’t changed since 2002. Unfortu-
nately, most of the attitudes that prevent learner-centered changes 
still prevail. What has changed is the number of new strategies, 
assignments, activities, and approaches that teachers are using to 
realize the changes explored in these chapters. Each chapter ends 
with an Implementation Issues section. These sections incorpo-
rate some of the content from Chapter Nine in the first edition 
along with new ideas and information.
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The book ends with a chapter on resistance (both that dis-
played by students and that expressed by colleagues) and a more 
detailed chapter on the developmental issues involving the design 
and sequence of activities and assignments that advance learner 
development in a planned and systematic way. It suggests good 
places to begin the transformation of students from passive, depen-
dent learners to autonomous, self-directed ones. The chapter also 
addresses developmental issues experienced by faculty.

This edition does not contain a chapter on Making Learner-
Centered Teaching Work. Some of that content is now incorporated 
in the Implementation Issues section of each of the Five Key 
Changes to Practice chapters. Since 2002 I have written a book 
(Weimer, 2010) devoted to the ongoing growth and development 
of college teachers, and much of its content explores the process of 
implementing instructional changes. Treatment of these topics in 
the new book is much more thorough and well documented than 
it was in the previous edition.

Most of the appendixes remain in the new edition. Fifty percent 
of the references listed at the end of the book have been pub-
lished since the first edition came out. I hope the highlights of 
them that I have incorporated in this book will motivate readers 
to consult these excellent sources.

One final note: I revised this edition after retirement. I’m still 
teaching—at least that’s how I think of my ongoing work with 
faculty—but I’m not teaching undergraduates. When I wrote the 
first edition, I was teaching undergraduates, so descriptions of 
what I did in the classroom were in present tense. I’ve kept them 
that way in this edition.

Audience
Like the first edition, this book is for faculty. However, it’s not a 
book exclusively for learner-centered teaching converts. It’s also 
a book for faculty who think learner-centered ideas might be of 
interest, but they have questions and concerns. Are these ways  
of teaching that retain high standards and intellectual rigor? Are 
they ways of teaching that pander to students and encourage the 
sense of entitlement that so compromises the educational enter-
prise? Does this way of teaching diminish the role and importance 
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of teachers? The book offers answers to these questions. It is a 
book for those interested in learning about these instructional 
approaches. It’s even a book for those who may not think they’re 
interested in learner-centered teaching but who are concerned 
about students—their passivity, lack of motivation, disinterest in 
learning. It’s for teachers who wonder if there might be better 
ways to connect students with the power and joy of learning.

I suspect, though, that most readers will have an interest in the 
topic. A lot will have tried some of these approaches and are 
reading in order to move their practice forward. I’ve tried to 
respond to that audience by including many new assignments, 
activities, and approaches in this edition. If you’ve read the first 
edition and wonder if it’s worth your time to read the second, the 
author is probably not the best person to ask. I will say, though, 
that my goal was to write a significantly revised second edition—
one that merited a reread.

Readers interested in the topic will also include some begin-
ners—something all of us once were. This is a book for beginners, 
as well. It presents lots of experiences of other beginners—you 
can learn from us, including from our mistakes—and it offers 
advice on getting started, including identification of specific strat-
egies, assignments, and activities that are good places to launch 
learner-centered teaching.



xiii

Acknowledgments

First off, a heartfelt thanks to the many faculty and administrators 
who purchased copies of the first edition. It gives this author great 
pleasure to meet readers and see copies of the book that have 
obviously been read. I hope this book continues and furthers 
interest in the topic.

This edition took much longer to prepare than I anticipated. 
I kept finding new material and wanting to significantly rewrite 
the old. Higher Education Editor David Brightman at Jossey-Bass 
was patient and constructively persistent. As the years of our col-
laboration lengthen, my respect for and appreciation of him only 
grow. Aneesa Davenport, also at Jossey-Bass, is an organizational 
and detail wizard whose commitment to book projects expedites 
their preparation. In addition to these and other impressive pro-
fessional skills, she is a person of grace and charm.

Husband Michael and brother Mark are my fine family 
support. Mark provided careful help with the references. I dedi-
cated the 2002 edition to my much-loved and greatly admired 
Aunt Barbara. She died ten days past her one-hundredth birthday, 
and this edition honors her memory. Her mind left before her 
body, which was a tragedy I had not anticipated. But my book was 
beside her bed when she died. Her caregivers told me she carried 
it with her even when she could no longer say why.

January 2013
Maryellen Weimer

Marsh Creek, Pennsylvania



xiv

The Au thor

In 2007 Maryellen Weimer retired from Penn State as Professor 
Emeritus of Teaching and Learning. For the last thirteen years of 
her career at Penn State, she taught communication courses, first-
year seminars, and other courses for business students at one of 
Penn State’s regional campus colleges. In 2005 she won Penn 
State’s Milton S. Eisenhower award for distinguished teaching.

Before returning to full-time teaching, Weimer was the associ-
ate director of the National Center on Postsecondary Teaching, 
Learning and Assessment, a five-year, $5.9 million, U.S. Depart-
ment of Education research and development center. Prior to 
that, she spent ten years as director of Penn State’s Instructional 
Development Program.

Weimer has numerous publications—including articles in ref-
ereed journals, book chapters, and books reviews—and service on 
the editorial boards of journals. She has consulted with over five 
hundred colleges and universities on instructional issues. She 
regularly keynotes national meetings and regional conferences.

Since 1987, she has edited The Teaching Professor, a monthly 
newsletter on college teaching with 15,000 subscribers. She has 
edited or authored ten books, including a 1990 book on faculty 
development, a 1993 book on teaching for new faculty, and a 1995 
anthology edited with Robert Menges, Teaching on Solid Ground. 
She was primary author of a Kendall-Hunt publication, Teaching 
Tools, a collection of collaborative, active, and inquiry-based 
approaches to be used in conjunction with Biological Perspectives, 
an NSF-funded introductory biology text created by Biological 
Sciences Curriculum Studies (BSCS). Jossey-Bass published her 
book Learner-Centered Teaching: Five Key Changes to Practice in 2002, 
her next book, Enhancing Scholarly Work on Teaching and Learning, 
in 2006, and a 2010 book, Inspired College Teaching: A Career-Long 
Resource for Professional Growth. Her blog, Teaching Professor (found 
at www.facultyfocus.com), has more than 75,000 subscribers.

http://www.facultyfocus.com


Learner-Centered Teaching





Foundations of 
the Learner-
Centered 
Approa ch

Part One





3

Learner-Centered 
Tea ching:  Roots  

and Origins

This chapter tells two stories. It recounts how I became a learner-
centered teacher and it shares a bit of the origin and history of 
learner-centered ideas. The story of learner-centered teaching 
begins long before my efforts to focus on student learning. The 
approaches I started using rest on a collection of educational 
theories—some comparatively new; others established and vener-
able. These theories help explain why and how this way of teaching 
promotes learning. Knowing a bit about them makes it easier to 
decide whether this philosophy of teaching fits currently held beliefs 
or whether teaching using these approaches would represent a 
change in educational philosophy. The theoretical framework 
also offers criteria that can be used to assess the effectiveness of 
what has been implemented. Finally, knowing about the theories 
makes it easier to trace the origin of the various lines of research 
written about in Chapter Two.

The interplay between my story and these theories is interest-
ing. I didn’t start out aspiring to become a learner-centered 
teacher. I didn’t even realize the changes I was implementing 
could be called that. Like many midcareer faculty, I was looking 
for new ideas—partly out of my need for growth and change, and 
partly because a lot of what I saw in classrooms seemed so inef-
fective. I opted for ideas I liked and ones that I thought I could 
make work. It took some time before I saw that the approaches I 
was using shared common elements, and it took even longer 

Chapter One
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before I discovered that what I was doing rested on strong theo-
retical foundations. Once I discovered these things, I felt vindi-
cated. What was happening in my classroom wasn’t some sort of 
fluke. Students were responding as they did for good reasons—
but that’s not where my story begins.

The next section contains my story. It includes examples that 
illustrate learner-centered approaches, and they give an early 
sense of how learner-centered teaching might be defined. I also 
highlight each of the five areas in which I implemented changes. 
These areas are the subject of the five chapters in Part Two and 
are really the heart of my exploration of learner-centered teach-
ing. Discussion of the theories follows my story, and examples are 
included in that discussion as well. They build some context 
around the theories and make it a bit easier to assemble a learner-
centered framework out of the various theories.

A Personal History
Like most important life lessons, what I have come to believe 
about learner-centered teaching grew out of a serendipitous con-
fluence of events and experiences. The ones I consider most 
important are so overlapping and intertwined that a stream-of-
consciousness recounting would more accurately describe how 
they occurred. However, in the interest of coherence, I will recount 
each of them separately.

Events and Experien ces:  What Motivated 
the Change

My transformation began in 1994, when, after a number of years 
working in faculty development, on educational research projects, 
and occasionally teaching upper-division and graduate courses, I 
returned to the classroom to teach entry-level, required courses. 
It was one of those midlife career moves motivated by the realiza-
tion that the time for doing things no longer appeared limitless. 
As I took stock and tried to decide what I wanted to do with the 
rest of my career, it became clear that the most important and 
personally satisfying work I had done was in the classroom. I 
decided to return, finishing out my career as it had started, teach-
ing undergraduates.



Roots and Origins  5

I went back wanting to teach differently, even though I wasn’t 
terribly clear in my thinking about what was wrong with how I 
taught or how I wanted change. I thought more about students 
and the fact that their lack of confidence prevented them from 
doing well in the basic communication courses I taught. They 
needed to find their way past self-doubt, awkwardness, and the 
fear of failure to a place where they could ask a question in class, 
make a contribution in a group, and speak coherently in front of 
peers. It came to me that I might address the problem by giving 
the students a greater sense of control. What if I presented them 
with some choices and let them make some of the decisions about 
their learning?

My first semester back in the classroom I decided to try this 
approach in my 8 a.m. section. I designed a beginning public 
speaking course that had only one required assignment: the 
dreaded speech. They had to give at least one. The rest of  
the syllabus presented them with a cafeteria of assignment options: 
a learning log; group projects of various sorts; credit for partic
ipation and the analysis of it; critiques of peers; conducting an 
interview, being interviewed, or both; and conventional multiple-
choice exams. A version of this syllabus appears in Appendix One. 
As can be seen there, each assignment had a designated point 
value, and it was not a case of do-it-and-get-full-credit. Students 
could opt to complete as many or as few assignments as they 
wished, depending on the course grade they desired. Each assign-
ment had a due date, and once the date passed, that assignment 
could not be turned in.

The first couple of days, students were totally confused. I 
remember a conversation with one about whether the exams were 
required. “They must be required. If the tests are optional, no 
one will take them.” “Sure they will. Students need points to pass 
the class.” “But what if I don’t take them?” “Fine—do other assign-
ments and get your points that way.” “But what do I do on exam 
days?” “You sleep in!” Several students said they couldn’t decide 
which assignments they should do and asked me to make the 
choices for them. Even more wanted me to approve the collection 
of assignments they had selected.

Once the confusion passed, what happened the rest of the 
semester took me by surprise. I had no attendance policy, but I 
got better attendance than in any other class I could remember. 
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More students (not all, but most) started to work hard early in 
the course, and some students determinedly announced that they 
would do every assignment if that was what it took to get enough 
points for an A. I was stunned by this change of attitude—students 
willing to work and without complaints? The high energy level 
and sense of optimism I usually saw in students those first few class 
days continued well into the course, and even as the stress of the 
semester started showing, this class was different. These students 
were more engaged. They routinely asked questions, sustained 
discussion longer and in the end disagreed with me and other 
students far more than I remembered other beginning students 
doing. No, it wasn’t instructional nirvana—there were still missed 
deadlines, shoddy work, and poor choices made about learning, 
but these things happened less often. I was definitely onto some-
thing and decided I would continue to experiment with the 
course.

About this time, I was asked to review a Brookfield (1995) 
manuscript under contract with Jossey-Bass and subsequently pub-
lished as Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher. I reference it in 
almost everything else I write. Few things I have read before or 
since have so dramatically influenced my pedagogical thinking. 
First off, I discovered how much about one’s own teaching could 
be learned through critical reflective practice. Brookfield describes 
methods that allow teachers to dissect instructional practices so 
that the assumptions on which they rest can be clearly seen. Since 
then I’ve learned much more from other adult educators who 
study, describe, and promote both this kind of critical reflection 
and the transformative learning it often produces (Mezirow and 
Associates, 2000; Cranton, 2006). Transformative learning is one 
of the theories I’ll be discussing subsequently in this book. But it 
was Brookfield who first enabled me to hold a mirror up to my 
teaching. The instructional image I saw was not what I expected. 
It was far less flattering.

I saw an authoritarian, controlling teacher who directed virtu-
ally everything that happened in the classroom. I made all the 
decisions and did so with little regard as to their impact on 
student learning and motivation. Almost totally focused on teach-
ing, I had created a classroom environment that showcased my 
pedagogical prowess. Student learning just happened automati-
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cally, an outcome of my devotion to excellent teaching. It didn’t 
matter where I turned the mirror, I never saw anyone other than 
the teacher.

Before Brookfield, I fussed around with some interesting new 
strategies; after Brookfield, I tried to transform the teacher. 
Shaping up the course turned out to be a whole lot easier than 
“fixing” my very teacher-centered methods. Flachmann (1994) 
captures exactly how I felt then:

I’m a little embarrassed to tell you that I used to want credit for 
having all the intelligent insights in my classroom. I worked hard 
to learn these facts . . . I secretly wanted my students to look at me 
with reverence. I now believe that the opposite effect should 
occur—that the oracle, the locus and ownership of knowledge, 
should reside in each student and our principal goal as teachers 
must be to help our students discover the most important and 
enduring answers to life’s problems within themselves. Only then 
can they truly possess the knowledge that we are paid to teach 
them [p. 2].

Another wise teacher makes the point this way: “I’ve come to 
realize that it is not so much what students know but what they 
can do. Likewise, teaching is not about what I know but what I 
enable others to do” (Phelps, 2008, p. 2).

Another event during this period also strongly influenced  
my thinking. For years my husband, Michael, had wanted to build 
a wooden boat. He collected books, bought plans, subscribed  
to Wooden Boat magazine and faithfully watched Classic Boat on 
TV when it was on Speedvision. Then we bought a piece of  
property on an island. We planned to build a house there and 
needed a boat big enough to haul supplies to the site. Armed with 
a set of blueprints (selected after having reviewed hundreds), 
Michael started building the hull of a wooden boat. New words 
crept into his vocabulary. Over supper, he chatted on about 
battens, chines, sheer clamps, the kellson, and garboard. Next, 
the hull was covered with marine plywood, not something easily 
obtained in landlocked central Pennsylvania. The whole neigh-
borhood showed up to help turn the hull. Then it was time to 
construct the floor, design the cabin, and rebuild the motor. Every 
step was accompanied with a whole new set of tasks to learn. 
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During the evenings he watched videotapes demonstrating fiber-
glassing techniques. Every day some new marine supply catalog 
showed up in the mailbox.

After hours of work that extended across months, Noah’s Lark 
emerged, a twenty-four-foot, lobster-style wooden boat. She had a 
sleek white hull and dashing yellow stripe, a beautifully finished 
ash cabin, and she was powered by a fully rebuilt but not terribly 
fuel-efficient MerCruiser. She rode the water gracefully, rose to 
plane with style, and made her way through white caps and choppy 
water with steady certainty. She reliably towed barge loads of 
building supplies, always turning heads at the public launch. The 
bold asked, “Where did you get that boat?” “Built her,” my husband 
replied, unable to hide the pride in his voice.

It takes far more time and money to build a wooden boat than 
I imagined. Beyond those surprises, I marveled at the confidence 
my husband brought to the task. Where did it come from? On 
what was it based? He had never built a boat—houses, yes; furni-
ture, yes; but not a boat. As the project progressed and charges 
on the credit card mounted, I felt it financially prudent to ask, 
pretty much on a monthly basis, “Do you know what you’re doing?” 
“Is this really going to be a boat we can use?” His answer was always 
the same, “No, I don’t know what I’m doing, but I’m learning. Of 
course it will turn out. We need a boat, don’t we?”

There was an irony I didn’t miss—actually, it stuck in my craw. 
Michael is a college graduate. He acquired a degree in industrial 
engineering in his early thirties, and college was not the experi-
ence that had developed his confidence as a learner. In fact, quite 
the opposite had occurred. He graduated from college feeling 
that he just made it, keenly disappointed with what he had learned 
and stressed by the conditions under which he was expected to 
learn. He credits experiences with his father for developing his 
confidence. It irritated me that his college experience had under-
mined his beliefs about what he could do. College should be the 
time and the place for students to develop the learning skills on 
which that confidence rests.

While ruminating, I tried to imagine which of my students 
might tackle a complicated learning project about which they 
knew little. No one came to mind. I saw nothing in my students 
or myself, for that matter, that resembled the confidence and 
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perseverance with which my husband confronted his need to 
learn how to build a wooden boat. That led me to think about 
what kind of classroom experiences would develop this self-
confidence and these sophisticated learning skills. I couldn’t 
answer that question right off, but I did become persuaded that 
one of my tasks as a teacher was developing learning skills and 
the confidence to use them.

Setting that goal changed my thinking about many aspects of 
instruction. I began to see course content in a different light. It 
moved from being the end to being the means. It went from being 
something I covered to something I used to develop learning skills 
and an awareness of learning processes. I stopped assuming stu-
dents were learning how to generate examples, ask questions, 
think critically, and perform a host of other skills by seeing me 
do them. If they were going to develop those skills, they needed 
to be the ones practicing them, not me. I saw evaluation as some-
thing more than the mechanism that generated grades. It became 
a potent venue for promoting learning and developing self- and 
peer-assessment skills.

As my teaching transformation continued moving in the 
learner-centered direction, I realized how little I actually knew 
about learning. Brookfield’s well-referenced book introduced me 
to all sorts of new sources. At the same time, interest in learning 
swept across higher education. For a while there, it almost felt as 
if learning had just been discovered—or maybe rediscovered. 
There were all sorts of things to read, and I read them in an 
unsystematic way, just allowing one source to lead to another.  
As I learned more about learning, I discovered that the new 
approaches I was adopting rested on a variety of educational theo-
ries, many supported by research.

Organizing What I  Learned

I didn’t try to organize the hodgepodge of learner-centered strate-
gies and approaches I was implementing until I started working 
on the first edition of this book. It was then I saw that those 
changes could be grouped around five key aspects of instructional 
practice. Those five areas have continued to structure my thinking 
about learner-centered teaching. In both the first edition and this 
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one, there is one chapter about each area. I consider those five 
chapters the heart of my work on learner-centered teaching.

Since they are so central, these aspects of instruction merit an 
introduction now. I start with how learner-centered teaching 
changes the role of the teacher. I didn’t start with this chapter in the 
first edition, but I do in this edition for two reasons. It’s a good 
place to start because it makes sense to faculty. Teaching that 
promotes learning is not teaching that endlessly tells students 
what they should do and what they should know. Rather, it pro-
motes learning by facilitating the acquisition of knowledge. The 
hard and messy work of learning can be done only by students. 
And I start here because changing the role of the teacher is 
central and significant. I’m not sure that it’s the first thing that 
needs to change. But the other changes cannot be executed if the 
role of the teacher stays the same. It’s significant because although 
this change may be easy to accept intellectually, most of us have 
discovered practicing facilitation in the classroom is anything but 
simple. It presents teachers with an ongoing set of challenges.

Changing the balance of power in the classroom requires a 
bigger conceptual stretch. Teacher authority is assumed—taken 
for granted so often that most teachers have lost their awareness 
of it. Whether they realize it or not, teachers exert enormous 
control over the learning processes of students. They decide what 
students will learn and how they will learn it. They set the pace 
and establish the conditions under which the learning will take 
place. They regulate the flow of communication in the classroom, 
and finally they certify whether and how well students have 
learned. What does that leave for students to decide? Ironically, 
what’s left is the most important decision of all: students decide 
whether or not they will learn. But even though teachers can’t 
guarantee learning outcomes, they can positively influence stu-
dents’ motivation to learn when they give students some control 
over the learning process. The challenge for learner-centered 
teachers is finding those strategies that give students control and 
responsibility commensurate with their ability to handle it. The 
goal of learner-centered teaching is the development of students 
as autonomous, self-directed, and self-regulating learners.

The function of content stands as the strongest barrier to changes 
that make teaching more learner-centered. Teachers have lots of 
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content to cover, and when students are working with new and 
unfamiliar content, they don’t cover it as efficiently as faculty. 
Learner-centered courses still contain plenty of content, but 
teachers use the content instead of covering it. They use it as they 
always have—to develop a knowledge base—but they also use 
content to develop the learning skills students will need across a 
lifetime of learning. Equipping students with learning skills makes 
it possible for them to learn content themselves—sometimes 
within the course itself and regularly after it.

Learner-centered teachers institute changes that make stu-
dents more responsible for learning. They work to create and 
maintain climates that are conducive to learning, whether stu-
dents meet in classrooms or online. Teachers and students have 
become too dependent on extrinsic motivation to power learning. 
Students do things for points, grades, because they’ll be quizzed, 
or there’s some other kind of requirement. Without those sticks 
and carrots, learning activities grind to a halt. Students need to 
orient to learning differently. Learner-centered teachers let stu-
dents start experiencing the consequences of decisions they make 
about learning, like not coming to class prepared, not studying 
for the exam, not contributing in groups. And learner-centered 
teachers work to do a better job of conveying the love and joy of 
learning. Teachers spend lifetimes learning and never even think 
about points.

Finally, learner-centered teachers revisit the purposes and pro-
cesses of evaluation. Starting with the purpose, teachers evaluate 
what students know and can do for two reasons. They have a pro-
fessional obligation to certify mastery of material, but teachers 
also use assessment activities like exams because preparing for 
them, taking them, and finding out the results can all promote 
learning. The goal of the learner-centered teacher is to maximize 
the learning potential inherently a part of any experience where 
students produce a product, perform a skill, or demonstrate their 
knowledge. As for the processes of evaluation, at issue here is the 
lack of opportunities students have to develop self- and peer-
assessment skills while in college. Because grades retain such 
importance, teachers must grade student work. But mature  
learners have self-assessment skills and can constructively deliver 
feedback to others. Learner-centered teachers design learning 
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experiences that give students opportunities to explore and 
develop these important skills, and they seek out strategies  
and approaches that do not compromise the integrity of the 
grading process.

Since publication of the first edition, this organizational 
scheme for considering learner-centered approaches has been 
used by others in presentations and publications. This typology 
continues to make sense, so it provides the structure for this 
second edition as well.

And the Learning Continues

I taught another five years after publication of the first edition of 
Learner-Centered Teaching. I continued to refine the techniques I 
was using and implement new ones. I couldn’t say exactly when, 
but at some point the collection of techniques I assembled stopped 
being interesting things to do and became a teaching philosophy. 
As such, it ended up influencing how I thought about every aspect 
of my instructional practice. So many things changed that I hardly 
recognized the teacher I had become.

Before retiring, I made several other realizations about this 
approach to teaching. First, it is not an easier way to teach. It 
requires sophisticated instructional design skills. When students 
are doing more learning on their own, what and how they learn 
is directly linked to the activities used to engage them. They will 
learn more and learn it better if those activities are well designed, 
whether they are done in class or at home. So many of the instruc-
tional activities I used were things students did in many other 
classes—multiple-choice exams, research papers, group presenta-
tions. I used them without thinking that their features could be 
manipulated and changed in ways that affected what and how 
students learned. When I reconsidered those assignments and 
activities, it wasn’t always apparent what changes would result in 
better learning experiences. I discovered by trial and error and 
by soliciting lots of feedback on the changes from students. I 
stopped asking them whether they “liked” a particular activity and 
inquired about its impact on their efforts to learn.

In addition to requiring more upfront planning time, learner-
centered teaching is more difficult because it is much less scripted. 


