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Research Question: 
What are the barriers to creating a student (learner) centered classroom? 
 
Rationale:  

In the State of New Mexico we have an evaluation system loosely based on 
the work of Charlotte Danielson.  The State’s current evaluation states that a highly 
effective teacher “creates opportunities for students to contribute to the lesson 
design and content” and “involves students in the process of developing 
instructional outcomes based on NM adopted standards”. In addition, highly 
effective teachers, “ create lessons that reduce the barriers, optimize levels of 
challenges and support, meet the needs of all learners, and increase access to grade-
level curriculum”. Our current evaluation system seems to favor a students (or 
learner) centered classroom.   

I have taught using a student (learner) center approach for the past five 
years of my twelve-year career, with six to eight year old students. I used to use a 
teacher-centered approach because I felt that I needed to maintain classroom 
control, maximize the content covered and minimize time lost. However, as I started 
to dabble in a more student-centered classroom, I was in awe of how much more 
effective the learning in my classroom became as I gave students more control. I 
would let the class choose the topics of our informational units and would use the 
standards to design lessons and learning outcomes based on what they chose. As I 
became a facilitator of learning, students had a lot of control in the processes we 
used while learning the information. Also the students had input into how they 
would demonstrate their progress toward the standards using the information they 
learned. As a result students were more engaged and would even become obsessed 
with learning more on their own time, test scores went up across all content areas, 
and my classroom became a happy, collaborative learning environment where 
students helped each other succeed. Overall, students found a love of learning and I 
found teaching more enjoyable. 

It seems there are not many primary teachers that teach the way I do. So I 
started to wonder why. If the results are so amazing and our state evaluation system 
supports this instructional approach, why are so many teachers hesitant to use this 
approach in their classroom? What perceived barriers are keeping techers from 
trying a student centered approach in their classrooms.  
 
Literature Review:  

While researching the topic of a student-centered classrooms, I found many 
researchers do not like the term, “student-centered” because they felt student 
centered was thought of as only addressing students self-esteem, well being and not 
having much to do with learning. Instead of “student-centered”, some researchers 
prefer the term, “learner-centered”. However, all of the articles I found were from 
many different countries and used different terms, (student centered, learner-



centered, student-teacher interactive model) but all were researching the same 
approach of teachers and students co-create the learning in the classroom.  
I looked at research from South Africa, United States, Turkey, Iran, Australia and 
Ireland. Across all of the articles looking at the effectiveness of a student (learner) 
centered approach, all agreed student (learner) centered was a highly effective 
approach. My research indicated that when students are given more responsibility 
for what is being taught and learned, motivation rises dramatically. Even though the 
process of learning in a student (learner) centered classroom may seem slower, 
students had better understanding, demonstrated better study skills and long term 
retention of learned concepts.  One article studied the impact of student (learner) 
centered approach on social skills and found since a student centered approach 
relies so much on cooperative learning, that social skills can be taught effectively 
either before or while incorporating this approach. Students then have many 
opportunities throughout the learning process to hone their social skills as they 
continue to work in cooperative groups.  

One article from Turkey looked at the need for a student-centered approach 
in education due to our ever-changing world. The article stated that businesses and 
the Global Economy value the self-motivated life long learner above all. Businesses 
and the Global Economy want people who can work collaboratively to problem 
solve the many different situations that are encountered daily. Businesses also want 
people who value diversity and can easily adapt previous knowledge to new 
situations. Since the student (learner) centered approach addresses the skills valued 
in the future job market, the article indicated education should incorporate a 
student (learner) centered approach since the point of education is to prepare 
students for future careers.  

A few articles found the student (learner) centered approach was not as 
effective because of poor implementation. One article in particular stated that some 
teachers assumed they were using a student (learner) centered approach because 
they would change the pacing of a scripted program.  Other teachers offered a very 
low level of student choice and the teacher was still the one with the power to make 
all decisions. In cases like these, the results were not positive and teachers ended up 
going back to a traditional teacher-centered approach.  

One short coming of all of the research I found was, there was very little 
research on creating a student centered classroom with primary students. Most of 
the research was done at the upper levels and colleges.  
  
Data Collection and Analysis: 

To gain a better insight into the perceived barriers to creating a student 
(learner) centered classroom, I sent a survey to elementary teachers in a variety of 
elementary schools throughout the district. 50% of the teachers surveyed were 
primary (k-2) teachers and the other 50% were intermediate (3-5) teachers. 15% of 
the surveyed teachers were special education teachers while 85% were general 
education teachers. Half of the teachers surveyed have tried a student (learner) 
centered approach while the other half have never used a student (learner) 
centered approach.  Teachers were asked to list all of the barriers they have to 
creating a student (learner) centered classroom.  



According to teacher responses the biggest barrier to creating a student 
(learner) entered classroom was time constraints. The two most common barriers 
are time constraints and training.  Almost 82% of teachers felt there was not enough 
planning time to be able to create lessons based on student input.  73% of teachers 
felt there was not enough time in the classroom to effectively teach all of the 
standards and implement a student (learner) centered approach. 73% of teachers 
felt they needed effective training in how to implement a student-centered approach 
in their classroom. The following chart is a breakdown of the data. 

 

 
 
Policy Implications:  
Based on the data collected, the State and District need to give teachers time to 
create student-centered lessons based on input. Teachers also need quality 
professional development on how to create lessons with students and implement 
those lessons in a way that maximizes learning.  Also, one teacher felt that principals 
who are evaluating teachers often do not know what effective student centered 
classrooms look like and need to be trained also. Some teacher noted having gotten 
lower scores because students were working through a difficult concept and the 
teacher did not immediately jump in and teach them. Another teacher was marked 
down on classroom management because of noisy learning when students were 
working cooperatively.  
There are a few possible unintended consequence of state policy that make it very 
hard for teachers to use a student centered approach. One policy is the scripted 
curriculum mandates that seem to go against the state evaluation indicators of a 



highly effective teacher. How can you co-create lessons with students if you are 
supposed to use a scripted program? How can students have a say in learning 
outcomes when learning outcomes are decided by a scripted program?  
Another unintended consequence is the current evaluation system. If teachers have 
a principal that does not understand a student (learner) centered approach they 
could be marked down on evaluations for using a very effective approach. One 
teacher’s comment effectively captured what teachers perceive as barriers to a 
student (learner)centered approach when she said: 
 

“I haven’t really tried student led learning because of lack of time and 
resources, ect. We are so focused on testing and mandates, there is 
no room for that type of teaching. I would whole heartedly be willing 
to try. To be honest we are so worried about our evaluations that we 
can’t think of anything else.” 
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