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Student-centred learning describes ways of thinking about 
learning and teaching that emphasise student responsibility 
for such activities as:

• planning the learning

• interacting with teachers and other students

• researching

• assessing the learning.
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Key elements: (cf. Lea et al, 2003):

• The reliance on active rather than passive learning;

• An emphasis on deep learning and understanding;

• Increased responsibility and accountability on the part 
of the student;

• An increased sense of autonomy in the learner;

• An interdependence between teacher and learner;

• Mutual respect within the learner-teacher relationship; 

and
• A reflexive approach to the teaching and learning
process on the part of both the teacher and the learner.
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DILEMMAS about what SCL is and is not:

1. SCL requires an Ongoing Reflexive Process. 

Part of the underlying philosophy of SCL is that no one context can have one SCL style that
can remain applicable through time. The philosophy of SCL is such that teachers, 
students and institutions need to continuously reflect of their teaching, learning and
infrastructural systems in such a way that would continuously improve the learning
experience of students and ensure that the intended learning outcomes of a given
course or programme component are achieved in a way that stimulates learners’ critical
thinking and transferable skills.

2. SCL does not have a ›One-Size-Fits-All‹ Solution.
A key concept underlying SCL is the realisation that all higher education institutions are 

different, all teachers are different and all students are different. These all operate in 
very diverse contexts and deal with various subject-disciplines. Therefore SCL is a 
learning approach that requires learning support structures which are appropriate to 
each given context and teaching and learning styles appropriate to those undertaking
them.

3. Students have Different Learning Styles.

SCL recognises that students have different pedagogical needs. Some learn better through
trial and error, others learn through practical experience. For some learners much is 
learned by reading literature, others need to debate and discuss theory in order to 
understand it.
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… DILEMMAS about what SCL is and is not (2):

4. Students have Different Needs and Interests.
All students have needs that extend beyond the classroom. Some are interested in cultural

activities, others in sports or in representative organisations. Students can have
children or can be faced with psychological conditions, illness or disability.

5. Choice is Central to Effective Learning in SCL. 
Students like to learn different things and hence any offer should involve a reasonable

amount of choice. Learning can be organised in liberal formats, such as at colleges of
liberal arts or choice can be offered in a more traditional, disciplinary style.

6. Students have Different Experiences and Background Knowledge. 
Learning needs to be adapted to the life and professional experience of the individual

concerned. For instance, if students already have considerable experience in using itc, 
there is no point in trying to teach them the same thing again; if they already have
considerable research skills, perhaps it would be better to help them in theory. Personal
experience can also be used to motivate students, for instance, by allowing students to 
share a personal story to illustrate a point.

7. Students should have Control Over their Learning.
Students should be given the opportunity to be involved in the design of courses, curricula

and their evaluation. Students should be seen as active partners who have a stake in 
the way that higher education functions. The best way to ensure that learning focuses
more on students is by engaging students themselves in how their learning should be
shaped.
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… DILEMMAS about what SCL is and is not (3):

8. SCL is about ›Enabling‹ not ›Telling‹. 
In simply imparting facts and knowledge to students (telling) the initiative, preparation and

content comes mainly from the teacher. The SCL approach aims to give the student
greater responsibility, enabling the student to think, process, analyse, synthesise, 
criticise, apply, solve problems, etc.

9. Learning needs Cooperation between Students and Staff. 
It is important that students and staff cooperate to develop a shared understanding both of

the problems experienced in learning, as well as their problems as stakeholders within
their given institution, jointly proposing solutions that might work for both groups. In 
the classroom, such cooperation will have a positive effect as the two groups
increasingly come to consider each other as partners. Such a partnership is central to 
the philosophy of SCL which sees learning as taking place in a constructive interaction
between the two groups.
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ALL THIS is proposing the following definition of SCL:

»Student-Centred Learning represents both a mindset and a culture within

a given higher education institution and is a learning approach which is 

broadly related to, and supported by, constructivist theories of learning. It 

is characterised by innovative methods of teaching which aim to promote

learning in communication with teachers and other learners and which take 

students seriously as active participants in their own learning, fostering

transferable skills such as problem-solving, critical thinking and reflective

thinking.«



Students responsibility and activity help to develop 
characteristics of lifelong learners:
•motivation, 
•self-evaluation, 
•time management skills,
•skills to access information.

Research underscores the importance of concentrating on what 
and why learners do, rather than what the teacher does.
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A COLLEGE IS AN INSTITUTION 
THAT EXISTS TO PROVIDE 

INSTRUCTION

A COLLEGE IS AN INSTITUTION 
THAT EXISTS TO PROVIDE 

LEARNING

A PARADIGM SHIFT
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ROLE OF A TEACHER

A SAGE ON THE STAGE

A GUIDE ON THE SIDE
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LEARNING MUST BE:

• SOCIAL

• ACTIVE

• CONTEXTUAL

• ENGAGING

• STUDENT-OWNED
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"Why student-centred learning NOW?":

Mass: universities are no longer accessed only by elite student population. 

Diversity: we have large numbers of non-traditional and international
students. 

Competition: we are competing for students as never before. 

Employment: there is great pressure to align the outcomes of university
education with useful generic skills and jobs. 

Information explosion: with the explosion of accessible information and
knowledge, how people learn and manage information is becoming an
essential outcome of a university education and sometimes more important
than what they learn, especially when the shelf-life of information may be so 
short. 

Research: we have a growing understanding of how students learn. 

Practice: the strong impact of values and departmental practices in shaping
student learning. 



1. SCL DOES NOT MEAN ANYTHING IN PRACTICE
While it is clear that SCL does not refer to one specific method in any given setting, this does not mean
that SCL does not amount anything in practice. Rather it means that SCL is flexible enough to be
adapted and applied to all areas of study and teaching. One must first ensure that students are at the
centre of their own learning and that the teacher is a facilitator in this learning process, enabling
learning, rather than enforcing it. Once this culture is in place, studies good practice ideas exist for
application in particular cases. What must be kept in mind is that each teacher and each student is 
unique and thus scl can be adapted to all needs.

2. SCL REQUIRES A HIGHER AMOUNT OF RESOURCES
The biggest challenge in the first-time implementation of the SCL approach is in changing the mindset of
students and teachers with a view to helping them arrive at an acceptance of such a learning approach. 
This is something which does not require additional resources. While institutions cannot necessarily build
new classrooms or install multimedia packages without additional financial resources, much can be done 
to achieve SCL without additional funding in terms of encouraging students to be active learners.

3  SCL IS NOT APPROPRIATE TO TEACH A LARGE AND DIVERSE STUDENT BODY
While it is true that the student body in higher education institutions is becoming increasingly larger and
more diversified, the ideas put forward above for implementing SCL can be very effective in dealing with
large and diverse student groups. A good example is that of a teacher giving a small slip of paper to 
students asking them to write down one aspect of the course that they really like and another which
they are unsure of and want to ask questions about. Even having one such session is a concrete step 
towards implementing SCL.
SCL requires imaginative thinking, but can be done!

Common misconceptions, excuses, complaints:
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4. SCL UNDERMINES THE TEACHING PROFESSION
Some assert that the teaching profession will no longer be valued if scl becomes the norm as it takes
the focus away from the teacher and places it on the student. While the role of the teacher is 
somewhat different in SCL, it is not diminished in its importance. Rather it is a role of enabling
students to learn, guiding them through the course or programme component, rather than feeding
them information. It is likely that the teaching profession will actually become more valued with a 
higher emphasis being placed on SCL because SCL brings students in as part of the academic
community, where research-led teaching can become a reality and where feedback is more 
constructive.

5. STUDENTS HAVE MORE WORK TO DO IN SCL
SCL does not necessarily pose a higher workload for students. Rather it requires a re-organisation of
students’ study-time, focusing more on genuine learning activities rather than memorisation of
information. This enables graduates to be more effective and adaptable, making them better-
equipped to solve problems as they may arise.

6. TEACHERS HAVE TO DO MORE PREPARATORY WORK IN SCL
In more traditional methods of teaching, it is quite often the case that teachers have a lot of
preparatory work to do in order to make sure their students will be able to take notes from what
they say in class and then repeat this in their examination. While teachers may have to re-think their
ways of teaching, it is likely in the long-term that the preparation work will not increase and that
their work will be more enjoyable.

7. PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING IS THE SAME AS SCL
Problem-based learning (PBL) is a method of learning in which students collaboratively solve
problems and then reflect upon their experiences. PBL is one teaching method in which the wider
SCL approach can be applied but there are many alternatives to this method. SCL is therefore the
umbrella under which PBL falls. They are not one and the same thing.

…
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8. SCL IS NOT SUITABLE TO ALL ACADEMIC FIELDS
SCL is easily adaptable to all subjects and courses, though the practical manner in which it is 
implemented may differ. In all courses and programme components, students can be put at the centre. 
The increasing use of quality assurance in higher education, applicable across academic fields, can be a 
tool which enhances the application of this approach. Some differences do arise when teaching across
different subject-disciplines, with a notable distinction being between the humanities and the sciences. 
However, scl provides an underlying learning philosophy which can be used in both areas.

9. SCL STUDENTS LEARN VERY LITTLE SUBJECT-MATTER
On the contrary, students who have learned in this way are likely to know more. They may know fewer
repeatable facts but are likely to know more about solving problems for themselves, thinking for
themselves in an analytical manner and engaging in research. Upon leaving higher education, it is more 
useful for graduates to be able to apply transferable skills rather than to regurgitate exact accounts of
information imparted to them.

10. NOT ALL TEACHERS CAN TEACH IN A STUDENT-CENTRED WAY
All teachers are able to apply the SCL approach! It does not matter whether a teacher has been in the
profession for a few months or for many years. Nonetheless, as explained above, all teachers require
support for their teaching in the form of professional development which is imperative for the success of
the implementation of the SCL approach.

11. SCL REQUIRES BEING TECHNOLOGICALLY-MINDED
SCL may incorporate aspects of e-learning for students and the possibility of distance-learning, thus
providing added flexibility to where and how learning can take place. As seen above, the use of
technology is also useful both inside and outside classroom settings in enhancing the learning experience
of students, enabling them to give feedback in various ways and to source information as necessary. 
However, the use of the internet and of online learning spaces and sources all represent developments
which have already weaved their way into the practice of higher education institutions. Thus scl requires
no more than what is already required in many cases.

…
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SCL and the Bologna Process

ECTS and the Use of Learning outcomes

Qualification framework

Quality Assurance as an Aid to SCL

Recognition of Prior Learning

Mobility of Students and Staff

The Social Dimension and SCL
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Thank you for your attention

and co-operation!
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