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FOREWORD

In this book, Terry Doyle addresses the central paradox that frustrates
efforts to improve the quality of undergraduate education. For a variety
of reasons, most of them good, college and university faculty these days

are more interested in the learning processes of their students than ever be-
fore. Many faculty members and administrators are grappling with how to
get their students to learn more and better. Yet in talking with educators
about making our institutions more learning centered, the question I hear
most often is ‘‘But how can we get the students on board?’’ At the root of
the quest for more learner-centered institutions lies this paradox: Students,
the learners, aren’t convinced. Students need to be persuaded that learning
is the central purpose of their schooling. They do not come to us believing
this. And they are not necessarily comfortable with the idea of taking charge
of their own learning. Indeed, much of the resistance—or apparent resis-
tance—of faculty to new ways of teaching is rooted in the apparent intracta-
bility of students. How do you recognize the authority of students as
learners, give students responsibility for their own learning when, essentially,
they won’t take ‘‘yes’’ for an answer?

Terry embarks from the realization that if we want to improve the qual-
ity of undergraduate education, we need to start where we are, not where we
wish we were, or where we think we ought to be. And he correctly identifies
the biggest challenge in taking a learner-centered approach: getting the learn-
ers to buy into it. Drawing on long experience as a classroom teacher as well
as his work with teachers in many disciplines as a faculty developer, Terry is
really addressing two audiences in this book The primary audience is, of
course, college and university faculty. But the ultimate and long-term audi-
ence consists of the students in our classes, the learners who are the real deci-
sion-makers in this process. Consistently, throughout every chapter, he keeps
this double focus. There is never any doubt that this book is mainly about
students, and that its core message is to be offered to and shared with
students.
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x FOREWORD

This is not a book about teacherly sleight of hand, legerdemain, or clever
techniques and moves that will allow us to trick students into remembering
the stuff we want them to remember. Terry’s message is utterly transparent.
He is urging us not only to take a brain-based approach to teaching, but to
show our students how their brains and memories work so that they can
understand how to learn most effectively. He grapples with the hardest chal-
lenges that classroom teachers face when they try to give students responsibil-
ity for their own learning: getting them to work in groups, to give and take
serious feedback on their work, to stand up and talk in front of a class, to
take a deep approach so that their learning will last a lifetime, rather than a
surface approach that produces learning that will fade at the end of the term.
And in each case, he is talking to us about how to talk to students, how to
shape students’ tasks and roles, and how to engage students in designing
their own learning environments. If the learning is going to get done, it is
the students who are going to do it. Terry is consistently clear about this,
and it shapes his approach in every chapter.

The apparent variety and complexity of the research on learning pre-
vents many teachers from taking a more learner-centered approach in their
own classrooms. The research on the brain and on cognitive processes points
out new directions for teaching, but it seems to the casual observer to point
out quite a few different new directions. Too many to keep track of all at
once. And that research is often embedded in large books that look like
major investments of time and attention. Even if the average professor of
math or sociology did have time to keep current with research on the brain
and cognitive science, the prospect of presenting it to her students—while
still teaching math or sociology—would be daunting, to say the least. Terry
has been keeping up on the research. And he has done a splendid service
here by presenting the most important implications of research on learning
concisely, accurately, and accessibly. In doing so, he not only explains it to
us, but he helps us to see how we can explain these principles to our students.
Even more importantly, he illustrates how we can shape our students’ experi-
ence in the classroom so that they can discover many of these essential princi-
ples for themselves. The author has a clear bias, but it is a bias that emerges
from the research: he consistently prefers to let students discover for them-
selves their own capacity as learners. Because, as he shows us over and over
again, if they learn it for themselves, they really learn it.
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Ultimately, I think that the paradox that our students pose for us is eas-
ily understood. Most of our students shy away from taking responsibility for
their own learning because they think it will make things harder for them.
They think it will be more work, with no clear reward. And, frankly, I think
some of our faculty colleagues are a bit hesitant for the same reason. But they
are wrong. What this book illustrates is that a deep approach to learning,
and to teaching, can be richer without being harder and offer rewards that
are not even accessible through surface approaches. Once they begin to see
the long-term rewards, students and faculty will become engaged and com-
mitted to the learner-centered classroom.

For the individual teacher, this book offers a dozen points of entry to a
more learner-centered approach to teaching. And it provides the apparatus
for engaging students in the enterprise. But the greatest challenge of learner-
centered teaching remains bringing the learners along. How much easier this
would be, and how much more productive, if the approach that Terry de-
scribes here became the new standard, if it became the rule rather than the
exception. Students resist taking responsibility for their learning because they
aren’t used to doing so. It is, for a depressingly large number of students, a
new concept. But if many teachers at an institution adopted these principles,
if a critical mass of teachers in a department or a faculty pursued learner-
centered teaching as a goal, then it would multiply the benefits by orders of
magnitude. If students came to see learner-centered teaching as normal, as
the expected, as what most teachers do, teaching well would be vastly easier,
and we would be much closer to fulfilling the promise of lifelong learning
for all of our students.

John Tagg
Associate Professor of English

Palomar College
San Marcos, California
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INTRODUCTION

Iam one of those education lifers. Every fall since I was 5 years old, I have
headed off to school, and I’ve been on one side of the desk or the other
for the past 51 years. In that time I have experienced some amazing

teachers, including Mr. Zelinski in 8th grade, and Sr. Marybride Ryan and
Dr. Dave Yarington at Aquinas College. I have also experienced some of the
poorest teaching ever perpetrated on a student. I learned in spite of some
teachers and because of others. What I have learned from going to school for
the past 51 years is that teachers can make learning fun, interesting, exciting,
and challenging, or they can make it awful, boring, painful, and useless.
Teachers can encourage learners or discourage them. My best teachers were
not only encouraging and supportive, but they also taught me how to learn.
They helped me not only to see the value of the content, but to grasp the
greater value of being able to learn whatever I became interested in on my
own.

Creating a learner-centered environment is the most important thing an
educator can do to optimize students’ learning. At first this concept might be
a bit uncomfortable for students, most of whom are accustomed to teacher-
centered learning experiences. Their learning has largely been controlled by
teachers and, as students, they have had few, if any, choices about what and
how to learn. They have spent most of their time in traditional learning envi-
ronments, and, for most, their academic success has reinforced the value of
those traditional experiences. Students have no reason to think their college
learning experiences will be any different. As college- and university-level
educators, we can, and should, change this.

A learner-centered environment is different. It requires students to take
on new learning roles and responsibilities that go far beyond taking notes
and passing tests. It is an environment that allows students to take some
real control over their educational experience and encourages them to make
important choices about what and how they will learn. In learner-centered
classrooms, collaboration is the norm, not an occasional class activity.

xv



xvi INTRODUCTION

These changes will initially be difficult for many students. Most will be
uncomfortable with their new roles and responsibilities, and some will be
downright hostile toward them. It is up to us, their teachers, to help them
understand these changes and teach them how to learn in this new environ-
ment. We must work with them to develop the skills and knowledge they
need to be successful in learner-centered classrooms. Our students are not
prepared to do this on their own; it is too unfamiliar and requires too many
new skills that many students do not possess. This book will guide you as
you help your students adapt to learner-centered classrooms, teaching them
new skills and making them comfortable with their new responsibilities.

Most important, students will need a clear understanding of why teach-
ing has shifted from teacher-centered to learner-centered. They need to un-
derstand that teaching, like all professions, must allow research to inform its
practice. They need to see that we are obligated to make changes in how we
teach if research shows that those changes will improve our students’ oppor-
tunities to learn. Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (2000), in their book, How
People Learn, state it powerfully:

Many people who had difficulty in school might have prospered if the new
ideas about effective instructional practices had been available. Further-
more, given new instructional practices, even those who did well in tradi-
tional educational environments might have developed skills, knowledge
and attitudes that would have significantly enhanced their achievements.

Our students will benefit from understanding the research that has moti-
vated us to change our teaching practices, because this same research explains
how they can become better learners. For example, most teachers who prac-
tice learner-centered teaching give cumulative exams, not to make their stu-
dents’ lives miserable, but because research on memory formation strongly
indicates that cumulative exams, as opposed to exams for which students can
cram, offer a greater opportunity for students to relearn repeatedly the most
important information in the course, leading to a deeper understanding of
material and long-term memory formations.

Three separate but related events have informed the writing of this book.
The first was realizing, 5 years ago when I first started working with faculty
on how to develop a learner-centered practice, that I had missed a very im-
portant step in their preparation. I had not discussed with them how they
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should prepare their students for the new roles and responsibilities they
would be asked to take on in this new learning paradigm. I had been too
‘‘teacher-centered,’’ and I’d forgotten about the learners. Old habits die hard.
I realized that students would need a clear rationale for this change and a
new set of skills that would enable them to be productive learners in learner-
centered classrooms. I immediately began to develop strategies that would
help my colleagues introduce learner-centered teaching to their students, and
that would enable them to teach their students how to learn in a learner-
centered environment.

The second event took place at the 2005 Professional and Organizational
Development Network in Higher Education (POD) conference. As I looked
at the session topics, I realized that many of them focused on how to teach,
even those that dealt with learner-centered practice. I did not attend all of
these sessions, so I don’t know if the presenters addressed ways to help stu-
dents learn, but the session titles reinforced the need to emphasize the stu-
dents’ role in learner-centered environments. I had already been thinking
about that idea a great deal before the conference. In fact, the title of my
session was ‘‘Helping Students Learn in a Learner-Centered Environment.’’

The third event was Stylus asking me to write this book. Publishers
make it their business to know the needs and desires of the markets they
serve. If learner-centered education was something on Stylus’s radar, it con-
firmed for me that this topic should be addressed more formally. I already
knew that if learner-centered practice was to be successful, then students
would need clear reasons why they should adopt this approach, and they
would need to learn the skills necessary to handle their new roles and respon-
sibilities. This book represents my best ideas, using research to inform my
practice, about how we can help our students learn effectively in a learner-
centered classroom.

The first four chapters focus on the importance of creating clear ratio-
nales for moving from a teacher-centered to a learner-centered practice and
what this means for students. It is simply human nature for our students to
want to know why things have changed and how those changes will affect
them. This includes why we want them to collaborate often but also work
on their own at times; why we are asking them to teach each other, evaluate
each other, and evaluate themselves; and why we are asking for so much feed-
back about what and how they are learning. It also explains why we now give
cumulative exams and reflective journal assignments, and why we make so
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much of the students’ work public. We cannot forget that most of our stu-
dents come from a very traditional, teacher-centered learning environment,
and to get them fully engaged in these new learning practices, we must con-
tinually help them to understand why we are asking them to change, and
become significantly more involved in their learning experience.

The last eight chapters focus on the skills our students will need to learn
or improve if they are to be effective learners in this new environment. They
include learning on one’s own; creating meaningful learning when working
with others; taking more control over their learning; learning how to teach
other students; becoming better presenters and performers of their learning;
developing the abilities to be lifelong learners; and learning how to self-
evaluate, how to evaluate others, and how to give meaningful feedback about
their learning to others, including the teacher.

Most important, this book has been written to answer the single most-
asked question I hear when I’m working with faculty groups: How do I help
my students adjust to a learner-centered practice? I hope it offers some good
answers.



1
OPTIMIZING STUDENTS’

LEARNING

Many people who had difficulty in school might have prospered
in their learning had the new ideas about effective instructional
practices been available at the time. Furthermore, even those

who did well in traditional educational environments might have developed
skills, knowledge, and attitudes that would have significantly enhanced their
achievements (Bransford et al., 2000, p. 5).

I began my teaching career as a reading teacher in 1972. In 1974, I was
hired as a reading consultant for a rural northern Michigan school district.
In this position I had the wonderful opportunity to take part in a yearlong
development program for teachers of reading sponsored by the state of Mich-
igan. This program, called The Right to Read, brought together reading con-
sultants and teachers from across Michigan to work with leading researchers
and practitioners of the reading process.

One of the first people who visited with our group had spent a great deal
of his life working in adult literacy programs. As a young reading consultant,
I had an interest in adult literacy and was looking forward to hearing about
how to help adults learn to read. I was especially interested in discovering
what specific reading techniques and materials I should use. My mind was
filled with the teacher-centered questions that a young teacher working in
1974 often asked.

But instead of talking about strategies and materials, the speaker spent
most of his time talking about the powerful changes that occur in families
when the family leader transitions from being dependent on other family
members for his or her literacy needs to no longer needing them. He talked
about how important it was to teach families how to adjust to this new kind

1



2 HELPING STUDENTS LEARN IN A LEARNER-CENTERED ENVIRONMENT

of independence. I had never stopped to think that a good deed like bringing
literacy to an adult could in fact have significant effects on the person’s fam-
ily members, some of which might be difficult to adjust to. This powerful
lesson of how one person’s desire for self-improvement can affect so many
other people has remained etched in my memory. What I learned from this
lesson I have ingrained in my teaching, and, whenever I think about chang-
ing my teaching methods, I know that I first need to consider the implica-
tions for my students and what help they might need to adjust to the
changes.

When we consider changing our teaching, there are many questions we
need to ask beyond the very important question, Does the new approach
enhance students’ learning? For example, when a teacher decides that he or
she is going to begin using small groups, the teacher needs to consider how
this change will affect the students. Questions such as the following all need
to be answered if the group work is to be successful, regardless of what the
research says about how group work can benefit learning:

• Do the students understand why I want them to learn in small
groups?

• Do they know how to work together in small groups?
• Do they know how to communicate with each other without my

guiding the interaction?
• Are they able to figure out on their own what roles each member is to

play in the group?

Learning how to help our students adjust to the changes that a learner-
centered teaching approach requires of them is the central purpose of this
book. As faculty members who have adopted a learner-centered approach to
teaching, we must be willing to help our students become successful learners
in a learner-centered environment. For most of our students, this learner-
centered environment will be a significant departure from their earlier learn-
ing experiences, and they will not be able to adjust to it on their own. It will
disrupt the expectations of schooling that have become hard-wired in their
brains over the previous 12–16 years. It will change their responsibilities and
their roles by asking them to take on many of the functions for which the
teacher used to be responsible. These role changes will also represent more
work for students.
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In Redesigning Higher Education (1994), Gardiner points out ‘‘that if our
students do not understand the learning process—the chief engine of educa-
tion—they are not going to learn very much in our courses no matter what
we do. One of the most valuable actions we could take to improve learn-
ing—and thus the productivity of both our students and our institutions—
would be to teach our students how to learn.’’ Gardiner’s recommendation
gains even more importance and greater validity in a learner-centered envi-
ronment, where the traditional roles of students change dramatically. In this
chapter and throughout this book, I detail the new learning roles and respon-
sibilities that students face in a learner-centered classroom. I also describe
specific ways that faculty can help students adjust to these new roles in which
learning is more than listening to lectures, taking notes, and passing tests.

Teaching Is Difficult Work

I wish to begin by acknowledging a simple fact: teaching is difficult work. It
is especially difficult for higher education faculty, because so few of us have
had any formal development in teaching practice. However, it is difficult for
all educators, regardless of experience or training, because we have little con-
trol over many of the very important aspects of students’ lives that signifi-
cantly affect their learning. For example, teachers have little control over the
academic backgrounds their students bring to their courses, including the
depth and breadth of their knowledge of the subject area, their critical-
thinking skills, their ability to transfer knowledge from one context to an-
other, and their abilities to organize information and study effectively. Addi-
tionally, teachers have little control over the social and emotional factors that
affect students’ learning, such as students’ interest in a subject, their motiva-
tion for learning, their life goals, their family life, their personal health, and
their finances. If this were not enough, a college professor teaching a three-
credit course has only 1.7% of his or her students’ time each week in which
to teach them the History of Western Civilization or the Principles of Macro
Economics. Teaching is not just challenging; it is difficult.

Here is another simple fact: teachers can positively impact students’
learning, and highly skilled teachers can impact students’ learning to even
greater extents (Berry, 2005, p. 290). Despite all of the potential factors that,
on any given day, can negatively affect students’ learning, teachers who know
how to create community, engage students actively in their learning, make


