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Abstract: Learner-centered education (LCE) has become a prominent reform orientation worldwide, emphasizing
learner agency, autonomy-supportive pedagogy, formative assessment, and collaborative learning communities. Yet,
LCE is often implemented as a set of techniques rather than a coherent theory-informed design, leading to superficial
adoption and uneven outcomes. This paper offers (a) a theoretical reflection that clarifies LCE’s conceptual
foundations through self-determination theory, self-regulated learning, and evidence on active learning, and (b) a
practical exploration using a mixed-methods illustrative dataset comparing a learner-centered intervention with
lecture-centered instruction in an undergraduate context. Quantitative results (synthetic example data provided for
demonstration) suggest higher learning gains and engagement under the learner-centered condition; qualitative
themes highlight the importance of task authenticity, feedback loops, and classroom relational trust for sustaining
learner agency. The paper proposes an integrative framework linking design principles to measurable outcomes and
offers implementable guidance for educators seeking theoretically grounded, context-sensitive LCE.
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Introduction

Learner-centered education (LCE) is commonly described as an instructional orientation that prioritizes learners’
needs, agency, and meaning-making over content transmission. In practice, however, LCE can be reduced to “more
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activities,” “group work,” or “technology-enhanced participation,” without addressing the deeper theoretical
commitments that make learner-centered designs coherent and sustainable. The contemporary push toward learner
agency and co-agency in educational policy discourse (e.g., OECD Education 2030) also raises a key question: What
makes agency educationally productive rather than merely permissive? Policy framing increasingly stresses that
learners must become adaptive, self-directed, and socially responsible, but classrooms still require structured designs
that cultivate autonomy while maintaining rigor and equity. This paper addresses the question through two moves.
First, it provides a theoretical reflection integrating three lines of scholarship: (1) self-determination theory
(autonomy, competence, relatedness), (2) self-regulated learning (goal setting, monitoring, strategy use), and (3)
empirical evidence favoring active learning over exclusive lecturing. Second, it offers a practical exploration
using a simple mixed-methods structure (with synthetic quantitative data and example qualitative themes) to

demonstrate how LCE can be operationalized, assessed, and iteratively improved.

1.Theoretical reflection: what “learner-centered” must mean (not just what it looks like)

A rigorous learner-centered position is not defined by surface features (e.g., students moving, discussing, or
using digital tools), but by the function of instruction: learners are supported to become self-determining and
self-regulating while participating in a community of inquiry.

From self-determination theory, autonomy-supportive contexts enhance intrinsic motivation and internalization
when learners experience meaningful choice (autonomy), optimally challenging tasks with feedback (competence),
and respectful relationships (relatedness). A key implication is that “choice” alone is insufficient; choice must be
structured so that learners can succeed and attribute growth to their own strategic effort.

From self-regulated learning research, learners develop through cycles of forethought (goal setting, strategic
planning), performance control (monitoring, strategy use), and self-reflection (attribution, adjustment). ~ Therefore,
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a learner-centered classroom should be designed as a regulation-support system, making goals explicit, scaffolding
strategies, and building reflection routines (e.g., exam wrappers, learning journals, feedback action plans).

Finally, evidence syntheses in higher education strongly indicate that active learning approaches (broadly
defined) improve performance and reduce failure rates compared with traditional lecturing. ~ This does not mean
“lecture is always bad,” but it does suggest that sustained, well-designed opportunities for sense-making, retrieval,
practice, and feedback are not optional add-ons—they are central mechanisms.

Synthesis: LCE is best treated as an integrated design logic: agency + structure, choice + accountability,
dialogue + evidence, support + challenge. When these balances break, LCE either collapses into permissiveness (low
rigor) or reverts to teacher-centered control (low agency).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics (synthetic example data)

Learning gain | Engagement
Group N Pre-test (M £ SD) | Post-test (M £ SD)
M) M, 1-5)
Lecture-centered (control) 60 62.4+9.8 67.2+10.1 4.8 3.2
Learner-centered (intervention) 60 62.1+10.0 69.2+9.6 7.1 4.1

2.Practical exploration: a mixed-methods illustrative design

To illustrate how learner-centered education can be examined empirically, this study adopts an illustrative
mixed-methods design that integrates quantitative indicators with qualitative evidence of learner experience and
classroom processes. The purpose of this design is not to achieve statistical generalization, but to demonstrate a
feasible and transparent reporting structure that educators and researchers can adapt when investigating
learner-centered interventions in authentic instructional contexts.

The illustrative design is situated within a six-week undergraduate course unit and involves a comparison
between a lecture-centered control condition and a learner-centered instructional intervention. The learner-centered
condition is structured around a sequence of authentic tasks, such as case-based or problem-based mini-projects,
intended to situate learning within meaningful disciplinary contexts. Collaborative learning is supported through
clearly defined group roles and systematic peer feedback, ensuring that interaction contributes to shared
understanding rather than uneven participation. In addition, weekly formative checks, including low-stakes quizzes
accompanied by timely feedback, are incorporated to provide learners with regular information about their progress
and to guide subsequent learning efforts. Reflection prompts aligned with self-regulation cycles are embedded
throughout the unit, encouraging learners to articulate goals, monitor strategies, and evaluate outcomes.

Quantitative measures in this illustrative design include learning gains assessed through pre- and post-tests,
self-reported engagement, and perceived autonomy support. These indicators are complemented by qualitative data
collected through post-unit focus group prompts that invite learners to reflect on moments when they felt more or
less in control of their learning and to identify factors that supported improvement. The selection of these measures
is theoretically motivated. Engagement and perceived autonomy support correspond directly to motivational
processes emphasized in self-determination theory, while learning gains reflect achievement outcomes commonly
used in syntheses of active learning research. Qualitative reflections, in turn, provide insight into learners’
self-regulatory processes and subjective experiences that cannot be fully captured through quantitative outcomes
alone.

By combining outcome-oriented measures with learner perspectives, this mixed-methods approach enables a
more nuanced examination of how learner-centered designs function in practice. Rather than treating
learner-centered education as a binary instructional category, the design foregrounds the mechanisms through which
agency, structure, and feedback interact to shape learning processes and outcomes. In doing so, it offers a model for

studying learner-centered education that aligns theoretical coherence with practical feasibility.
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Table 2. Outcome comparison (synthetic example data)

Outcome Mean difference (LCE — Control) Interpretation (illustrative)
Learning gain (0-10) 2.3 Higher improvement under LCE
Engagement (1-5) 0.9 Greater reported engagement under LCE

3.Findings and implications: what changes when LCE is implemented as a system

The illustrative quantitative results indicate that learners in the learner-centered condition demonstrate higher
learning gains and greater engagement than those in the lecture-centered condition. Although the data are synthetic
and intended for demonstration, the pattern is consistent with extensive empirical evidence showing that active and
learner-centered approaches are associated with improved academic performance and reduced failure rates. These
findings suggest that when instructional designs deliberately create opportunities for practice, feedback, and
sense-making, learners are more likely to achieve both cognitive and motivational benefits. Importantly, the observed
differences are not attributable to increased instructional time or content coverage, but to changes in how learners
interact with learning tasks and with feedback.

Qualitative evidence provides further insight into the mechanisms underlying these quantitative patterns. A
recurring theme in learners’ reflections is that agency emerges through the presence of structure rather than its
absence. Students frequently report that clear rubrics, exemplars, and transparent criteria reduce uncertainty and
cognitive overload, allowing them to focus on learning rather than on guessing expectations. In this context, choice
becomes usable and meaningful rather than anxiety-inducing. These findings challenge the misconception that
learner-centered education requires minimal guidance and instead support theoretical perspectives emphasizing
structured autonomy support as a prerequisite for productive agency.

Another salient theme concerns the motivational role of feedback. Learners consistently describe feedback as
most valuable when it is actionable and temporally connected to subsequent learning opportunities. Feedback that is
detached from future attempts is often perceived as evaluative rather than developmental, whereas feedback linked to
resubmissions, quiz retries, or revision checkpoints encourages learners to view errors as part of an iterative learning
process. This pattern aligns with research on formative assessment, which emphasizes feedback as a mechanism for
closing the gap between current and desired performance. When feedback functions as information for improvement
rather than as judgment, it supports both competence development and sustained engagement.

The role of relatedness also emerges as a critical but often underappreciated component of learner-centered
education. Learners highlight that trustful and respectful classroom relationships increase their willingness to ask
questions, share tentative ideas, and expose misunderstandings. Such social conditions function as instructional
infrastructure rather than as peripheral classroom climate factors. In environments where dialogue is normalized and
errors are treated as learning opportunities, learners are more likely to engage in the cognitive risk-taking necessary
for conceptual change. This finding reinforces theoretical claims that relatedness is not merely a motivational add-on,
but a foundational condition for deep learning processes.

Taken together, these findings underscore that effective learner-centered education is not achieved by simply
adding activities or increasing student participation. Rather, it depends on the deliberate engineering of learning
cycles that integrate goal clarity, guided practice, timely feedback, opportunities for revision, and structured
reflection. Such cycles reflect well-established principles from the learning sciences, which emphasize that durable
learning emerges through iterative processes of connecting new knowledge with prior understanding and revising
mental models based on feedback. When learner-centered education is implemented as a coherent system aligned
with these principles, it holds the potential to enhance both learning outcomes and learners’ capacity for
self-regulation.
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4.Conclusion

Learner-centered education is most defensible when treated as a theory-aligned design system rather than a
menu of classroom techniques. Theoretical reflection suggests LCE’s core is the cultivation of learner agency
through autonomy support, competence-building feedback, and relational trust, operationalized via self-regulation
cycles. The practical exploration (illustrative mixed-methods reporting) demonstrates how educators can align LCE
principles with measurable outcomes and qualitative evidence, enabling iterative refinement rather than ideological
debate. Future empirical work should emphasize implementation fidelity (what was actually done), equity impacts
(who benefits), and mechanism-focused measures (how agency and regulation develop over time) to avoid reducing
LCE to slogans.
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