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Learner centredness in high school distance learning:
Teachers’ perspectives and research validated principles
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This paper reports on a study that examined teachers’ perspectives on learner
centredness in a distance learning context. Data collection relied on semi-structured
interviews conducted with 42 Canadian high school teachers. Teachers’ perspectives
were analysed then categorised according to the four dimensions of a research
validated framework of learner centred principles. The perspectives grouped into the
cognitive and metacognitive dimension emphasised the goal oriented, student
directed, personalised, and independent nature of distance learning. Those grouped
into the dimension of motivational and affective factors emphasised course design
driven, not by content, but by student interest, relevance, choice, and input.
Perspectives in the dimension of developmental and social factors highlighted the role
of discussion forums and chat for communication between students. In the dimension
of individual differences, perspectives highlighted the asynchronous nature of
distance learning that supports a flexible pace, respects individual needs, caters to
different learning styles, allows diversity in assessment, one-on-one attention, support,
and personalised attention.

Introduction

Bonk and Cunningham (1998) identified learner centredness as a theoretical
perspective relevant to educational environments where electronic tools are used.
They highlighted the value of the American Psychological Association’s (APA)
framework of Learner Centred Principles (LCPs) (APA, 1993; APA, 1997). A learner
centred perspective relying on the LCPs can connect research evidence with practice
(Lambert & McCombs, 1998) and help conceptualise a role for technology in education
that derives from theoretical principles and validated teacher practices (McCombs,
2000). The LCPs present an approach to learner centred instructional design that
focuses, not on tool use, but on learning (Carr-Chelman & Savoy, 2004). The principles
can serve as a foundation for “systemic, educational decision making” (Lambert &
McCombs, 1998, p. 8) and for educational reform as well as the redesign of schools
(APA, 1997).

Carr-Chelman and Savoy (2004) identified a strand of empirical studies related to the
LCPs which relies on use of the Assessment of Learner Centred Principles (ALCP) surveys.
The surveys are validated instruments (see McCombs, 2004; McCombs & Lauer, 1997)
and include both student and teacher versions. They were developed as learning tools
for teachers (Crick & McCombs, 2006) and have been used for assessment of teacher
practices. Studies have been conducted in which the surveys are administered either to
teachers, students, or both (e.g., Daniels, Kalkman & McCombs, 2001; McCombs,
2001b; McCombs & Quiat, 2000a, 2000b; Weinberger & McCombs, 2001). McCombs
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and Quiat’s study investigated both teachers’ and students’ perspectives of learner
centredness in the context of a school reform program. The authors relied on the ALCP
surveys to identify teachers as “high implementers” and “low implementers” of the
program. Findings revealed that teachers who were high implementers were more
likely to perceive themselves as engaging in higher levels of learner centredness than
were low implementers. In addition, student data showed that high implementers
were perceived by students to be more learner centred than were low implementers.

Weinberger and McCombs (2001) conducted another study relying on the ALCP
surveys. They found correlations between teachers’ beliefs and students’ perceptions
and motivation, but higher correlations were found between students’ own
perceptions of teachers’ learner centredness and student motivation, achievement, and
behaviour. In relation to the perspectives of both learners and teachers and how these
relate to learner motivation and achievement, findings also suggested that the
relationships between teachers’ perceptions of their practice and student motivation
and outcomes become stronger as teachers move towards more learner centredness.

Carr-Chelman and Savoy (2004) identified other types of empirical studies of learner
centredness which they divided into two categories: those that focus on teachers’
philosophies, understandings, perceptions, attitudes and abilities, versus those that
focus on learning outcomes (e.g., Brush & Saye, 2000; Salisbury-Glennon, Gorrell,
Sanders, Boyd & Kamen, 1999). With regards to the former, researchers have used
interviews to examine teachers’ understandings of learner centredness in a context of
curriculum innovation (e.g., Paris & Combs, 2000) and others have used large scale
surveys of teachers’ philosophies and attitudes about learner centred teaching (e.g.,
Williams, 1996). Williams’ study was conducted with more than 400 teachers from 10
urban high schools. One of the study’s findings was an apparent incongruity between
some teachers’ expression of “traditional philosophical attitudes” and of learner
centred attitudes at the same time. According to Williams, an explanation of this
finding might be that “the demands of the teaching environment were such that the
teachers’ progressive beliefs were swamped in favour of more traditional beliefs” (p.1).

Paris and Combs (2000) interviewed experienced elementary, high school, and post-
secondary teachers participating in an educational reform program focused on learner
centred teaching. The purpose of the study was to investigate the meaning that the
teachers ascribed to the concept of “learner centred” instruction. The study resulted in
the articulation of a definition of learner-centredness which included five components:
“the teacher’s focus is on the learners; the teacher guides and facilitates learning; the
teacher promotes active learner engagement; the teacher promotes learning through
interactive decision making; and the teacher is a reflective, ongoing learner” (p. 1).
Paris and Combs compared concepts in the literature on learner centredness with
those emerging from teachers’ perspectives in their study and found that there was
more emphasis in teachers’ perspectives than in the literature on “students’
participation in planning and assessing learning activities” (p. 16).

An emerging strand of research investigates the LCPs in educational technology
contexts. Somerindyke’s (2001) ethnographic case study of integration of technology in
a fourth-grade, face to face classroom found that teachers engaged in more learner
centred practices when computers were in high use. Somerindyke also found that
there were some constraints with respect to use of computers in terms of student
engagement in collaborative activities. Vakili’s (2003) study of six online, post-
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secondary courses relied on the student and instructor ALCP surveys to investigate
motivational variables and learner centred practices in face to face versus online
contexts. With respect to perceptions of learner centredness, except for one course and
one construct for another course, teachers perceived the courses to be more learner
centred than did the students. When discussing teacher practices, Vakili observed that
“the online students believe that the instructor encourages personal challenge and
responsibility yet is less likely to provide for individual and social learning needs” (p.
115).

Ware (2006) conducted a qualitative study in a post-secondary context which focused
on instructors’ and learners’ perceptions of web based learning and learner centred
pedagogy. Data collection relied on the ALCP surveys, observations, as well as
interviews with six instructors. The study included an examination of each of the
instructors’ beliefs about learner centred instruction in their face to face versus their
online courses. Ware found that instructors perceived by learners as more learner
centred in face to face classes were perceived to be so in their online courses as well.
Instructors perceived as less learner centred than other instructors were perceived to
be so both face to face and online.

The review of the literature conducted for the study reported on in this paper did not
uncover any studies using the LCPs conducted with a focus on distance learning
exclusively, as opposed to distance versus face to face comparisons. However,
McCombs and Vakili (2005) have argued in favour of use of the LCPs framework in
the design of new forms of learning emerging in online, distance learning contexts,
noting that these forms rely less on content and more on context, meaning,
communication, and community. The study reported on in this paper examines
learner-centredness, not in face to face contexts, but in distance teaching and learning.
It examines learner centredness, not as a theoretical construct, but as a phenomenon
about which distance teachers have experience, knowledge, and understandings. The
study relied, not on surveys, but on semi-structured interviews to identify 42 Canadian
high school teachers’ personal perspectives on learner centredness in a context of
distance teaching and learning. Perspectives were grouped based on key terms and
concepts, then associated with one of the four LCPs dimensions. The paper begins
with an overview of the LCPs.

The Learner Centred Principles

The LCPs were formulated as a result of an APA Task Force on Psychology in
Education (APA, 1993) aimed at creating a framework that might guide school
redesign and reform. The Task Force represented a combined effort of the APA and
the Mid-continent Regional Educational Laboratory. Both groups were preoccupied
with the lack of impact of research and theory on school reform (Bonk & Cunningham,
1998). The original Task Force document listed 12 principles (APA, 1993). When the
document underwent revision in 1997, two more principles were added (APA, 1997).

The 14 principles are organised into four dimensions of factors as follows:

A. Cognitive and metacognitive factors (six principles);

B. Motivational and affective factors (three principles);

C. Developmental and social factors (two principles);

D. Individual differences factors (three principles) (APA, 1997).
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A description of the 14 principles is available in McCombs and Vakili (1995) and Bonk
and Cunningham (1998). Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares (2008b) provide a
synthesised description of the four dimensions of the LCPs which we reproduce here:

A. Cognitive and metacognitive factors:

The learner constructs meaning and links new information with existing knowledge,
applies a repertoire of learning strategies including higher-order strategies, pursues
personally relevant goals, and is influenced by the context of learning.

B. Motivational and affective factors:

Motivation is influenced by emotional states and learners’ beliefs about themselves as
learners and is facilitated by meaningful and appropriate in difficulty, real-world tasks
with choice and control. Learner effort and commitment is an indicator of motivation.

C. Developmental and social factors:

Learning is most effective when developmental levels, across intellectual, emotional,
and physical domains, and social interactions are taken into account creating a
positive climate for learning.

D. Individual differences factors:

Learning is most effective when learners examine their learning preferences, appraise
their strengths and weaknesses, receive assessment at all stages of the learning
process, and when they perceive that their linguistic, cultural, and social backgrounds
are taken into account. (p. 385)

According to McCombs (2000), the principles apply to all learners and, although they
were not designed in relation to educational contexts where learning is supported by
technology, they can be applied to these contexts (e.g., Bonk, Appelman & Hay, 1996;
Bonk & Reynolds, 1997, McCombs, 2000; McCombs & Vakili, 2005; Wagner &
McCombs, 1995). McCombs (1997, 1999, 2001a, 2003) and others (e.g., McCombs &
Miller, 2007; McCombs & Pierce, 1999; McCombs & Whisler, 1997) have relied
extensively on the principles (see Alexander & Murphy, 1998). We selected the APA’s
LCPs because they were research validated and provide a framework of clearly
identified principles. Readers interested in other approaches to studying learner
centredness that do not rely on the LCPs may wish to consult Hannafin and Land
(1997), Reilly (2005), Seufert, Lechner and Stanoevska (2002), or Weimer (2002).

Methods

Forty-two, high school, distance teachers were recruited to participate in the study
from western (British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba), central
(Ontario and Quebec), and eastern (New Brunswick and Nova Scotia) areas of Canada.
We focused only on distance learning in an Anglophone context. It was beyond the
scope of the study to include education delivered in French to French first-language
speakers. Our study was a follow up to a case study conducted in the province of
Newfoundland and Labrador (See Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008a). Findings
from that study led us to focus on five issues as follows: learner centredness;
motivation; rapport and community; synchronous versus asynchronous distance
learning; and improving distance learning. This paper reports on the issue of learner
centredness.

We selected all teachers who agreed to participate in the study and who provided
consent. In order to be eligible to participate, the teacher had to be teaching one or
more high school courses delivered entirely at a distance. Thirty-eight teachers had
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taught previously in an online setting of distance learning, with years of experience
ranging from one to 10. Of the four teachers who had not taught online, one had used
video conferencing and the other three had taught non-web based, correspondence
courses. Eighteen of the participants taught full time and 100% online. The majority
worked from within an office in a brick and mortar school, six worked from home, and
10 from an office outside the home but not in a school.

We gathered teachers’ perspectives using semi-structured (Patton, 2002) interviews
conducted by telephone. Interviews lasted approximately one and a half hours with
each of the 42 participants for a total of about 60 hours. One part of the interview
focused on learner centredness with the following questions: What does it mean for
you to be learner centred in a distance course?; What might learner centredness look
like in a distance education context?; How do you know if your classroom is learner
centred?

Interviews were recorded digitally, archived, and then transcribed in their entirety.
One coder broke down the text of each transcript into units of analysis, a process
which involved marking off “units that cohere... because they deal with the same
topic” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 57). We chose the unit of meaning as our unit of
analysis, “a statement or a continuous set of statements, which convey one identifiable
idea” (Aviv, 2001, p. 59). Next, the coder analysed all statements pertaining to learner
centredness and used recurring terms and concepts to group together similar
statements. For example, all statements from the transcripts with the words one-on-one
were placed together under the label of those words. A second individual then
reviewed the grouping of all statements. Both individuals worked toward consensus in
the groupings. Like statements were deleted and the data reduced. The coder then
associated statements with one of the four LCP dimensions of factors (A. Cognitive
and metacognitive factors; B. Motivational and affective factors; C. Developmental and
social factors; and D. Individual differences factors). To facilitate this process, the coder
relied on a version of the summary of the dimensions of LCPs referred to earlier (see
Murphy & Rodriguez, 2008b) that included key words for each dimension. Another
individual then verified the associations. Where there was lack of agreement on the
association of a statement with a particular dimension, the coder and the second
individual worked towards consensus.

Teachers’ perspectives on learner centredness in distance learning

The perspectives were associated with one of the four dimensions of the LCPs and
reported, as much as possible, using the teachers” actual words.

A. Cognitive and metacognitive factors

Decisions about how to learn might be up to the student, such as “how much they read
or don’t read” or “how they’re going to take notes.” The focus might be on students
doing their own research and taking initiatives. The teacher may provide attention to
students on an “on-demand basis,” whereby “the more they ask, the more they get.”
Students are in “the driver’s seat” when they decide they want to ask questions.
Courses might be designed using tutorials and supplementary materials “to have
students gain the skills on their own without necessarily having to wait to ask a
teacher.” Distance learning delivered online fits students with “specific goals” who can
reach those goals on their own. Teachers have to “help the students find the answer
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themselves” by giving them the tools they need and “providing them with an
opportunity to use the information.”

Teachers can involve students by “moving away from a lot of question-and-answer
type of activities” in order to “allow for student creativity, to let them show what they
know and what they can analyse and synthesise.” They might ask for students’
personal response to or opinions on different topic or experiences that relate to the
course. They can get feedback from students to help them see personal relevance.
Students can be “learning how to learn” and not just be “spoon fed” by the teacher.

In contexts where students are registered in schools, a teacher or local facilitator might
be assigned to be responsible for the students’ distance learning support. Students
might come to a classroom that has computers and work on their courses with the help
of a facilitator. Their role is to “monitor students, for problems or questions.” If
teachers are noticing any problems, they can contact the local facilitator.

B. Motivational and affective factors

Teachers can allow students “to make choices more localised or community driven.”
They can allow students “to go and find something that would be of interest to them.”
A course can be designed to have three or four different assignments that would fulfil
the same outcome to provide students with variety. Students might also choose how
they want to present their assignment, for example through a brochure or a slideshow.

Teachers might ask students for feedback, input, suggestions, and opinions and
implement that in course redesign because “if you want to know about something, the
best way is just to ask students.” Teachers can ask them, “If you were to re-do it, how
would you do it?” and ask themselves, “If I were trying to take this course as a kid,
what would I want and what would I need?” Students’ comments can help make
changes to improve their success.

Courses should be designed to be as interactive as possible in order to capture and
maintain interest. This interactivity might be achieved through Flash, videos,
animations, and tutorials. The objective is “to present the students with a course that...
they can relate to,” and to make the design and its materials “concrete, practical,
dealing with real issues.” Teachers should keep in mind that the course is “for the
students and for them to learn and advance... rather than being content-centred....”.

C. Developmental and social factors

Students can work with partners to answer questions and to post or respond to the
comments of others in a discussion. They might lead the discussion with other
students and the teacher just “sits back and acts as a guide.” Students might have to
take responsibility with the other members of the class; for example, they know that, if
they come to a chat with no questions, the teacher might say “anybody provide some
help here?” Teachers might also “keep things purposefully vague” in order to see what
the students can come up with in a collaborative manner.

Teachers have to be more open to other factors that are going on in students’ lives and
must consider family needs or personal illness. They need to “engage the student as an
individual as much as possible and be aware of them individually.” Teachers must put
themselves in the position of students, “seeing what their viewpoint is from where
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they sit in whatever classroom and community they’re in, how they’re going to
navigate their way through this course and be successful in the end.” The focus is on
whatever it takes to have them do well.

D. Individual differences factors

Being teacher centred would be more “here’s the curriculum, here’s what you need to
do, and we’re going to get through it by hell or high water.” One way of knowing if a
course is learner centred is if students have travelled through the course in a unique
way, different from another student, as opposed to everyone doing exactly the same
thing, in exactly the same way. Teachers also have to see things “through their eyes.”
Teachers can modify the course to accommodate disabilities or lack of knowledge so
students can be successful because “every kid has a different need in the online
system.”

Teachers have to make themselves available to students, offer one on one assistance,
and give students “as much time as they want or need.” The time spent will “depend
on that student’s needs.” If a student says, “this isn’t working for me,” the teacher may
find out why, learn from the student and, if there are issues, then work out alternatives
and a different approach that will allow the student to be successful.

Courses and assignments have to be user friendly with variety and options to allow
the students to “excel at their learning style of choice.” If a student is more visual, he
or she might be allowed to do an assignment using images. It is important that
teachers be willing to allow students to learn in any way they choose. For example, if a
student has trouble with an assignment, a teacher might ask, “What would work for
you?; How do you want to do it?” Teachers have to be flexible. Someone from the
school may contact teachers to make sure that they have all the information about
students’ learning styles.

Teachers might have less formal exam sessions to reduce the anxiety and the pressure
on students who are high-functioning but very anxious or who are “psychologically
unable to participate in the regular system.” If students come to a context of online
learning not being able to “survive in the regular classroom,” or unable to “cope in
class with thirty kids” or with “changing teachers all the time,” they might meet with
their teacher face to face to work on self esteem or on individual issues. Support can be
provided online or in person through school or district counsellors who do learning
programs for each student.

Students need lots of choice and lots of freedom to travel through the course in their
individual way. They might do a slideshow presentation, a written response, or an oral
presentation to demonstrate their learning. They might also prefer to work
individually or in groups and select from different projects that best suit their needs.
They might choose to “do a photo story instead of their research paper in more of
written context.” It is possible for teachers to “individualise the experience” according
to what students are choosing to read and in what sorts of ways they are presenting
their knowledge.

Face to face visits might involve one or two outings per year to attend sports games,
graduation ceremonies, or parent-teacher interviews. In organisations with few
students enrolled per course, teachers might “go the extra mile... and visit them” or
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even “be on the road all the time” to see distance students in their schools and “offer a
more personalised service.” In other contexts, teachers might go to a school to help
resolve an issue or if “students are not producing any work” or to have a face to face
chat with them. Some students might prefer to have their own tutorial face to face.

In some contexts, students may decide when they do the course or cover the material.
They can go through the course out of sequence or take a week off or do a lot of work
in a very short period of time. Teachers may adjust “to the pace of the student.”
Teachers might need to be flexible because a lot of students don’t necessarily work on
a timeline, a normal day. In asynchronous environments in particular, giving students
that time to do what they need is “the big thing.”

In a learning environment with no synchronous interactions, “interactions are one on
one, because they’re asynchronous.” The teacher is working one on one with students,
“in the sense that when they’re emailing ... [the teacher is] directly dealing with their
issues,... not dealing with all the other issues.” Learning is one on one when a student
submits a lesson and they get a one on one response back from the teacher, in the form
of comments or an email. Written assignments such as journals can involve quite a bit
of one on one time. Besides using email, teachers may offer private chats online if there
is something students don’t understand, because some students “really benefit [...]
from one on one attention.” Teachers might afterwards even ask if they can post the
chat so the others in the class can see it.

Discussion

The perspectives grouped into the cognitive and metacognitive dimension emphasised
the goal oriented, student directed, personalised, and independent nature of distance
learning with the teacher as an on-demand helper who provides students with the
tools to work on their own. Those grouped into the dimension of motivational and
affective factors emphasised course design driven, not by content, but by student
interest, relevance, choice, and input. Perspectives in the dimension of developmental
and social factors highlighted the role of discussion forums and chat for distance
communication between students. In the dimension of individual differences,
perspectives highlighted the asynchronous nature of distance learning that supports a
flexible pace, respects individual needs, caters to different learning styles, allows
diversity in assessment, one-on-one attention, support, and personalised attention.

The dimension of developmental and social factors of the LCPs focuses on awareness
and understanding of developmental differences as well as social influences on
learning. However, teachers’ perspectives did not identify a prominent role for social
interactions in learner centred distance teaching beyond use of discussion forums and
chats. Instead, the perspectives portrayed learner centredness in distance learning
primarily as an individualised form of learning. This lack of emphasis on the social
could be due to the difficulties related to promoting social interactions in contexts
where individuals are learning asynchronously and coming from different
communities and backgrounds. Yet, if the social is important to promoting learner
centredness, there may need to be provision of the social in high school distance
learning through attention to course design and teachers’ strategies, for example
through use of social networking software.
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According to teachers’ perspectives, learner centredness in a distance learning, high
school context means individualised, personalised learning designed according to the
needs, goals, interests, and learning styles of learners. The statement that “interactions
are one-on-one, because they’re asynchronous” points to the role that asynchronous,
online tools can play in supporting individualised pacing and flexibility.
Communication by email supports one-on-one exchanges which, in themselves, can
support more of an individualised focus on learners’ needs, goals, and interests. The
perspectives outline a role for teachers that involves on-demand, individualised
facilitation. Course design is not driven by the instructor or by content but varies
according to learners’ needs, interests, styles, and pace. Learners work independently
to achieve their goals.

Whereas knowledge of developmental differences such as disabilities might be
important, such knowledge may not be easily available in a distance learning context.
The fact that teachers’ perspectives referenced the role of facilitators suggests that one
of the few ways they can access information on those differences is through facilitators.
In general, developmental differences may be more pronounced in distance learning
because learners are geographically, organisationally and temporally dispersed and
diverse.

Teachers’ perspectives also emphasised the autonomous control, responsibility, and
self regulation of distance learners. They emphasised the need for more proactive
behaviours on the part of students, such as initiating contact with teachers, asking
questions, asking other classmates for help, and using resources designed for learning
autonomously and asynchronously. The autonomous nature of the learner and the
need for self regulation in distance education is already well documented and
discussed in the literature (see Moore, 1972, 1986, 1993; Moore & Kearsley, 2005).
However, autonomy in distance learning is not always discussed in relation to learner
centredness. The ability of high school students to self regulate may not be well-
developed, particularly if they are coming from a classroom environment where that
ability was not required. Promoting learner centredness in a context of distance
learning may therefore require that teachers help learners to manage their autonomy
and to self regulate.

Conclusions and implications

The perspectives presented in this paper are limited to those of Canadian teachers and
only to those at the high school level. Post-secondary teachers may or may not share
the same perspectives on learner centredness. Future studies might explore learner
centredness in other levels and contexts. A focus on teachers’ individual as opposed to
aggregated perspectives might have provided a more holistic and comprehensive
insight into learner centredness. A case study approach to learner centredness could
include a wider variety of variables than were considered in the study reported on in
this paper. Variables such as school policies regarding distance learning, the amount of
asynchronous versus synchronous contact with students, as well as type of course may
potentially influence teachers’” perspectives on learner centredness. It was beyond the
scope of this study to include observations of teachers, so we do not know if their
actual behaviours with regards to learner centeredness are congruent with their
perspectives.

Our study did not consider the perspectives of students enrolled in distance learning.
Do these students expect or desire student-to-student social interactions as part of their
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learning experience or do these interactions take place in parallel or outside of the
learning context with other students, for example using social networking media such
as Facebook or MySpace? If learner centredness in distance learning is, as the
perspectives suggest, primarily achieved through individualised learning, is there a
role for social interactions in distance learning as outlined in the LCPs? Are the two
compatible? These are some of the questions that might be explored in future studies
of distance learning and the LCPs framework.

The following table outlines potential implications for promoting learner centredness
in distance learning at the high school level, based on our study’s findings. The
implications are grouped according to the four dimensions of the LCP framework.

Table 1: Summary of implications for promoting learner
centeredness in distance learning at the high school level

Cognitive and Help students learn how to learn and control the learning process
metacognitive Promote personal creativity and analysis as well as personalised
factors knowledge sharing and creation

Motivational and | Use relevance, choice, variety, and personal interest to play a
affective factors | motivating role

Allow student input in the course design to positively influence
student success

Emphasise interactivity and relevance in course design, instead of
content

Developmental Students can lead collaborative online chats and discussions

and social factors | Teachers can focus on what is needed for individual students to do

well

Local facilitators can provide support
Individual Accommodate students’ differences so they can travel through
differences courses in unique ways
factors Let students’ needs drive teachers’ availability

Allow students’ learning styles to drive learning

Pay attention to and provide support for the learner’s psychological
needs

Provide individualised assessment

Provide face to face visits where possible and necessary

Rely on asynchronous learning to offer opportunities for flexibility
in pace and timelines and for one-on-one attention
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