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CHAPTER THREE

BALANCING ACCOUNTABILITY DEMANDS WITH RESEARCH-VALIDATED, LEARNER-CENTERED TEACHING AND LEARNING PRACTICES

Barbara L. McCombs, University of Denver

There is growing recognition that current reform policies, including the accountability agenda as specified under No Child Left Behind (NCLB), are creating a conflict in perspectives about which approaches best enhance student learning and achievement.  What underlies conflicting perspectives between “learner-centered” and accountability-centered advocates?  Many in the first category are urging holistic and learner-centered practices as the means to best raise student achievement scores.  On the other hand, those in the second category advocate standardized testing and measures of accountability as the policy framework for ensuring achievement gains.  What resolutions are most likely to resolve these conflicting perspectives?

In this chapter, I will argue that what appears to be a conflict between holistic and democratic practices for enhancing student achievement versus testing and accountability practices can be resolved by turning to a research-validated model of learning and motivation. This conflict is largely the result of differing assumptions and philosophies about the purposes of schooling and what best supports learning of desired knowledge and skills.  The resolution can be found in better understanding the nature of the conflict and what a research-validated model can contribute to balancing both views within the larger framework of education for democracy.  The chapter begins with a discussion of the nature of the dispute, followed by a description of the goals of educating for democracy, and discussions of the mismatches currently present in the existing educational system and what kinds of solutions can address these mismatches.  The remaining sections of the chapter describe our work with the research validated Learner-Centered Psychological Principles disseminated by the American Psychological Association (APA, 1997) in creating evidence-based practices and teacher tools for enhancing learning, motivation, and achievement of high learning standards.  The chapter concludes with a visionary section on what I believe is possible in new kinds of educational systems that balance all our concerns.  
The Problem: Conflicting Perspectives

Effective approaches, beyond testing academic achievement, are needed for preparing all students for productive and creative lives in a democratic society. But there is a significant dispute about what approaches might be most effective. Rich (2005) argues that school reform efforts often failed because they were based on mistaken and misleading assumptions: that schools are the primary source of education, test scores are the best measures of student achievement, punishment works to help students learn, raising standards means students will meet them, and better teaching alone can close the achievement gap.  
Many educators are now presenting compelling results showing that one of the biggest factors responsible for the achievement gap is poverty, which is a function of social and economic policies, rather than of schools.  According to Berliner (2005), reform efforts external to schools, that help to reduce the social and economic gap, will be more effective than reform within the schools.  Since achievement is consistently correlated with poverty, increasing the income of the poor and allowing for good nutrition, high quality child care, good medical care and insurance, and quality summer programs promise to have the biggest pay-off in terms of increased achievement.  Test results only reflect these broader socioeconomic gaps.  Many organizations within states are taking a stand against standardized tests because of their socioeconomic bias.  An example is the Colorado Coalition for Better Education, whose members have consistently opposed the Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP) because of its strong correlation between family income and test performance (Babbidge, 2006).  This group has studied CSAP scores and reports that as the percentage of students receiving free and reduced lunches in a school goes up, test scores go down.

Other educators and researchers point to the current testing and accountability policies, themselves, as part of the crisis, arguing that high-stakes testing will not improve schools (e.g., Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Neill, 2003). Research is consistently showing that high-stakes testing narrows curriculum and “dumbs down” instruction. From over a decade of research, Amrein and Berliner (2003) report that those states without high-stakes tests had (a) more improvement in average scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) than states with such tests, (b) improvement at a faster rate on a variety of standardized tests, (c) higher student motivation and levels of critical thinking, and (d) lower dropout rates.  In schools focusing on student performance on high-stakes tests, teachers are less inclined to encourage students to explore concepts and subjects of interest to them – obstructing students’ path to becoming lifelong, self-directed learners.  As a result, students disengage, and many drop out mentally and emotionally, if not physically. For example, Barton (2006) found that high school dropout rates have substantially increased in the last decade. Depending on what sources are studied, these rates vary from a low of 12.9 % in some states to a high of 45% in other states.  Minorities have higher dropout rates, with Black males faring the worst (61% in some urban schools). Further, many schools are induced to push students out, increase grade retention, force many teachers to leave, and impede needed improvements.

Part of the nature of the conflict in perspectives over approaches to school reform derives from opposing viewpoints of those arguing for humanistic, organic, and ecological educational models versus those arguing for business models that emphasize competition, choice, and efficiency.  Saltzman (2005) suggests that current business models that seek to privatize education (e.g., the Edison Schools) threaten the ideal of equal educational opportunity because they maintain the way of life enjoyed by those with money and power.  The real threat in privatizing public education is that it removes public accountability and assistance in solving inequities between rich and poor; it also maintains corporate interests.  Saltzman believes learning is not just about assimilating current knowledge and existing social order, but also about remaking society in more free, just, and democratic ways.

Ayers (2004) points out dialectical tensions within the politics of education, which at their core involve how the purpose of education and schooling are conceived. If education is to be a humanizing endeavor that fosters, develops, and expands human capacities, it has the potential to empower and enable educators and their students to gain a deeper awareness or “critical consciousness” to better serve the interests of the human community.  Beyond that, Ayers sees the role of education as empowering those in the system to create possibilities for transforming the world.  This role includes helping students and schools work toward ending social injustices and inequities with self-education models that allow students to produce new forms of being and knowing that are productive, empowering, and liberating. Similarly, Mulcahy (2006) examines the racial pain in both Black and White communities that involves a felt absence of power and presence of guilt and shame. When we fail to recognize the racialized experience of students, however, we make little progress towards social and racial healing.  Ayers’ and Mulcahy’s visions capture education’s aim as teaching for freedom and democracy through epistemological and ontological investigations of what could and ought to be, and contrast with education models aimed at reproducing and maintaining asymmetrical relations of power and privilege. 

A way forward involves engaging students to transform themselves and the larger social systems of which they are a part.  Rich (2005) contends that the impact of school reform initiatives depends on the positive attitudes, behaviors, and habits that students bring into and learn in the classroom. Recognizing the importance of these social and emotional factors, in addition to the more academic factors, is the most critical lever in effective school reform. Failing to implement student-focused practices – such as encouraging students’ innate curiosity to interpret and make meaning of the world – has been a major stumbling block.  When we do not build on research-validated principles of learning, motivation, development, and individual differences, we place students in the role of passive learners, a role that conflicts with both the goals of education for democracy as well as natural laws of learning.  
Addressing Goals of Education for Democracy

Educating students for democracy is a good starting place in articulating how current tensions in public education reform can best be resolved.  The Brown v. Board of Education decision defined educating “enlightened citizens” as a top function of public education Wraga, 2006). As Fuhrman and Lazerson (2005) point out, most Americans agree that education should be about citizenship.  Democratic deliberation is cited as a key process, in addition to academic content, with teachers having the greatest potential influence on what students as future citizens think.  Without these deliberations in school settings, students fall victim to media influences that are part of the continuing deterioration in public discourse.  The authors advocate a more pervasive role for civic education where students learn to debate and appreciate, understand and criticize, persuade and collectively decide on moral terms how to deal with ongoing disagreements that are part of the American democracy. 

Grappling with real issues, diverse perspectives, and challenges to one’s assumptions and beliefs promotes both democratic engagement and intellectual growth. McQuillan’s (2005) case studies of two high schools’ efforts to promote student empowerment demonstrate that empowerment strategies promote greater student participation, engagement, and responsibility in their education. McQuillan defines student empowerment as involving the academic, political, and social dimensions, wherein students have a say in how to understand the realities that affect their lives, and are provided opportunities for participation in changing curriculum, institutional leadership, and institutional structures and polices. Students then take part in creating a safe social environment that supports and nurtures the expressing of diverse views. McQuillan found these dimensions to be synergistic and mutually reinforcing, since as students and teachers became more empowered, they were more likely to empower others.  
As Moses and Chang (2006) argue, educational benefits that flow from a racially diverse student body depend on engaging students with diverse perspectives, which both promote intellectual development and also make democracy stronger. Gurin and Magda (2006) describe an intergroup dialogue model for engaging students in exploring commonalities and differences in group identities and experiences.  This model moves beyond most diversity initiatives by not masking conflicts but rather giving students opportunities to understand commonalities as well as differences between groups and foster active thinking about causes of inequalities.  

Grappling with conflict, then, promotes both intellectual growth and democratic habits of mind. Although US schools may express a commitment to preparing students for the responsibilities of democratic citizenship, most define students as passive and subordinate and treat them in undemocratic ways.  But, as Wraga (2006) argues, recent reform efforts, and notably the NCLB Act, have replaced the democratic ideal with emphasis on training “productive workers.” The question then becomes, how do we strengthen student learning and also educate students for democratic life?


A recent report of the National Study Group for the Affirmative Development of Academic Ability (2004) crafted a vision for affirming academic ability, nurturing intellective competence, and moving all students to high levels of academic achievement. What emerged was a vision for a transformed education system, particularly for minority and low-income students, and the development of intellective competencies that could eliminate academic achievement gaps. Intellective competence is a holistic set of affective, cognitive, and situative mental processes.  Specific competencies included literacy and numeracy, mathematical and verbal reasoning, problem solving, sensitivity to multiple contexts and perspectives, relationship skills, self-regulation, resource recognition, and information management skills.  The study group contended that “Affirmative development of academic ability is nurtured and developed through (1) high-quality teaching and instruction in the classroom, (2) trusting relationships in school, and (3) supports for pro-academic behavior in the school and community” (p. 1).  

The National Study Group also recommended a systemic approach that addresses classroom, school, and community.  At the classroom level, inquiry-based approaches help all students acquire knowledge, followed by deep learning techniques and practice of basic skills and concepts until they become automatic.  Authentic, naturalistic situations are recommended with a focus on collaborative learning and social interaction.  Another recommendation is that students be taught strategies for transferring what is learned from one task to another, through problem based approaches that emphasize metacognitive strategies.  In this way, students gain insights into strategic knowledge and monitoring of their learning processes.  At the school level, there should be emphasis on relationships that build relational diversity and trust among the students.  At the family and community levels, supports must be in place to promote the economic, health, and personal welfare of all.  Community service projects as well as strategies to provide education supports to families are recommended.  Overall, the study group recommended that academic environments be “learner-centered.” 

It is urgent that we transform education systems in this direction.  Darling-Hammond and Ifill-Lynch (2006) report that by 9th grade, 40% of urban students fail multiple classes and that 50% or more in many schools leave without graduating.  Of those who enter high school, many lack the learning and study skills they need to be good students (e.g., knowing how to take notes, study on their own, engage in classwork, and finish their homework).  Consistent with research by motivation researchers (e.g., Covington & Teel, 1996; Dweck, 1999; Meece, Herman, & McCombs, 2003), to protect their self-esteem, many adolescents maintain they don’t care about school and the boring or “stupid” work they have to do. Echoing recommendations of the National Study Group, Darling-Hammond and Ifill-Lynch (2006) urge educators to engage students by creating a strong academic culture in which students pursue relevant, meaningful, and authentic work, such as inquiry- and project-based learning.  Involving students, collaborating with them, and making them part of the solution are also very effective strategies.  In short, Darling-Hammond and Ifill-Lynch propose learner-centered approaches that recognize the learning and life needs of struggling students.


The remainder of this chapter discusses the types of solutions needed to make our public educational system conform more closely to research-validated principles of human functioning while addressing current inequities that exist within and outside of school walls.  My own work with a number of colleagues on a transformed learner-centered educational model is then presented, along with research evidence supporting its potential for addressing the preceding critical issues while educating for democracy. 

The Mismatch between Human Learning Principles and Existing Educational Systems

It has long been recognized that humans have a need and tendency to form social connections. Humans also have common qualities such as empathy, kindness, compassion, love, friendship, and hope that represent their spirituality. Sociality is foundational to these spiritual qualities in the sense that in social relationships these qualities emerge and/or are developed. Making sense out of life via the creation of relationship-supporting organizational structures is also central to both sociality and spiritually. Many researchers emphasize these more complex metaphors in describing the human mind and behavior. They move us away from the mechanical or solitary computer metaphors that do not do justice to the interconnectivity of humans (e.g., Cacioppo, Hawkley, Rickett, & Masi, 2005).

Eisner (2005) contends the current policies that advocate having clear outcomes defined by measurable performance standards and holding schools and teachers accountable for attaining them are highly rational with impeccable logic. However, such policies narrow the vision of education to intellectual capacities only, neglecting the social and emotional qualities of students and situations. They promote a technical rather than organic, humanistic, or personal orientation to teaching that does not work well with living beings. Eisner argues we need to return to the vision of progressive education (Dewey, 1938) that recognized distinctive talents of individual children and created environments to actualize those potentialities.  This vision also means that teachers should design experiences that allow students to respond not just in cognitive ways, but also emotionally, imaginatively, and socially. The basic argument is that in human organisms, there are no independent parts - all are interconnected.

Decades of research have confirmed the importance of student-teacher relationships in student motivation, social outcomes, and classroom learning (e.g., Davis, in press, 2005).  Low levels of conflict and high levels of closeness and support define good relationships. Through a good relationship with teachers, students experience their academic work as meaningful, personal, complementing their goals, and promoting their understanding – as contrasted with poor relationships where students see their academic work as coercive, repetitive, isolated, irrelevant, and contrary to their social and academic goals.  These positive teacher-student relationships teach students how to regulate their behavior, and affect and develop social competence. 

The foregoing findings and the principles behind them apply to all learners across economic, social, and cultural lines. A recent national study of low SES and minority elementary students indicated that the most powerful school characteristics for promoting resiliency (academic success) included a supportive school environment model that was safe and orderly and promoted positive student-teacher relationships (Borman & Overman, 2004).  Students in these environments displayed greater engagement in academic activities, a stronger sense of math efficacy, higher self-esteem, and a more positive outlook toward school (Phillips, 1997).  This is particularly needed in today’s culture with fewer stable family and social institutions that promote resilience.  

Situating human learning principles within the larger framework of human and systems functioning helps to clarify the fundamental cause of current imbalances in our educational models and philosophies. The “industrial paradigm” that characterizes most 21st century organizations, including schools and school systems, reflects the mismatch between principles of nature and human functioning, and institutions. Wielkiewicz and Stelzner (2005) argue that the industrial paradigm be replaced with an ecological paradigm.  Principles that define ecological systems include: interdependence (components with bi-directional influences, such as subgroups within the organization, families, communities); open systems and feedback loops (dependence on inflow of materials, resources, and information from internal and external systems such as the economic, political, social, and environmental systems that surround the organization); cycling of resources (making multiple uses of resources such as human talents without relying on a single individual); and adaptation (providing structures and processes for adaptive learning to meet challenges and changes in technology, economics, student populations, etc.). In the ecological perspective, leadership is an emergent process in keeping with learner-centered principles and practices that share leadership among all learners.

Addressing the mismatch between learning principles and education systems will address a range of pressing issues schools face. As noted in Chapter Two of this book, one of the big issues facing our nation’s schools is that as many as 33% of new teachers leave within three years and another 46 percent leave in the first five years (Rubalcava, 2005). Many teachers go into teaching because they want to connect with students as individuals, create a sense of community, and help students develop their personal creativity and talents – goals that are very different from teaching realities that focus on economic efficiency, testing, accountability, and predetermined content objectives.  In learner-centered environments, however, Rubalcava found teachers are able to balance current policies with nurturing students’ emotional health and creativity.  They engage students in critical thinking and creative expression, using strategies such as cultural exchanges, environmental projects, story writing, integrated physical education, and inquiry based collaborative learning.  Helping new teachers connect meaningfully with their students is the key to the success of any of these strategies. 

What Solutions are Needed?

It is clear we need an educational system that embraces academic competence and the development of human potential and life competencies that prepare students for democracy and lifelong learning.  The solutions must represent a balanced and transformed view of education.  At the heart of such a view is simplifying and realigning our educational priorities and values based on research-validated principles.

Few would disagree that we want to prepare all students for productive lives and to be lifelong learners.  In spite of differing politics, most would favor solutions that are empowering and in keeping with natural learning principles and laws of human functioning.  These principles and laws include the natural range and diversity in human talents, abilities, and interests.  In trusting natural principles that “sort” learners into the range of skills and interests needed to support a productive democratic society, we move away from standardized “one-size fits all” educational paradigms.  We move into a transformed view of systems that rewards and supports diversity and the development of individual potential in the context of democratic social ideals.  Naturally, we want these transformational solutions to be “evidence-based” and lead to high levels of learning and achievement.  The conflict is in the “how” of the solution.  Even if we accept the value of high stakes tests, most people acknowledge, and research supports, that to be motivated to work hard on high stakes tests, low achieving students need incentives such as feedback on their progress and personalized teacher support.  Such practices are essential if students are to find meaningfulness in the experience and take responsibility for their own learning.  Outcome-based policies will not work without these extra learner-centered supports.

The increased pressure on high poverty schools to spend the majority of time on test preparation does not engage students in the types of strategies that will pay off in the long run (Moon, Callahan, & Tomlinson, 2003).  Through more curriculum redesign, more time will be found to teach students to deal with a changing world.  Students need to know who they are as learners and how to go about learning, in addition to knowing how the world works.  Such redesign efforts reflect an international movement to bring a new set of values to education (Russell, 2004).  It is a movement that parents favor, because it would allow their students to see their learning improve, develop necessary skills, and be prepared for higher education as well as the workplace and larger society (Diamond, 2004).

Implementing “less is more” suggests centering education on basic life competencies.   In fact, this is something more and more American parents are undertaking.  According to the Coalition for Self-Learning (2003), the number of students being homeschooled has grown from about 20,000 in 1980 to over 2 million in 2003 and their test results are currently averaging higher than public schooled children.    Homeschooled students are also reported to have more self-confidence, creativity, optimism, and courage to explore.  These are key qualities of lifelong learners as verified in United Kingdom (UK) studies (Deakin-Crick & McCombs, in press).   Transformative educational systems that develop basic life competencies, offered by others working in the UK (e.g., Hargreaves, 2004), lead to lifelong and self-directed learning.  They focus on curriculum that is competency-led rather than information-led.  Such systems enhance motivation and students’ natural interest in learning (which begins at birth) through strategies that are “learner-centered.”  They include listening and respecting student voices, providing relevance in topics to be learned, using collaboration in learning activities, and engaging students in vital projects that allow them to be involved in meaningful problem solving, thinking, communication, teamwork, social and interpersonal skills, and leadership development.  In short, transformative educational systems focus on fewer, central competencies around which academic content is meaningfully provided. 

But there is another feature of this transformational view:  it acknowledges and respects human potential, the creative capacity at individual and collective levels.  Friedman (2005) describes innovative organizations and systems as those made up of collaborative (and competitive) parts.  They empower people with responsibility and tools and connect them in collaborative structures.  The result can be imagination and initiative that results in innovation.  Organic principles replace mechanistic approaches in transformative ways that capitalize on natural principles of learning and change, bridging the tension between a traditionalist focus on academic achievement (measured by mechanistic tests) and progressive education principles focused on student engagement.  By looking at students and teachers as innovative human beings, both system balance and a vibrant learning experience can be realized.

We can see the power of creative capacity in students’ responses to technology. Technology is clearly a tool of innovation that is underutilized and inequitably distributed in public schools.  In spite of these inequities, most educators and many parents are aware of the gap between students’ use and understanding of the latest digital technologies and how these technologies are used/not used in the schools.  Prensky (2006) contends that schools are stuck in the 20th century while students have rushed into the 21st century.  Today’s school age students were born into the digital age and are fluent in the digital language of computers, video games, and the Internet.  Many even report learning to read from games rather than teachers and school.  Because students are empowered by technology in so many ways outside their schools, more than ever they need a meaningful voice in their own digital age education.  March (2006) argues that in this era of instant gratification, schools must provide education that is real, rich, and relevant.  With this challenge comes the opportunity to shift students from consumption to action and creativity.  It is more imperative than ever that teachers stay on top of innovative ways to use technology in learning.  Most promising are collaborative partnership models shown to be highly effective, such as Dennis Harper’s Gen Y program (Harper, 2002).  What makes this program so innovative is that teachers and students are partners in using technology in learning.  Students are taught to work with teachers to use technology in ways that are interesting and relevant while teachers are taught to work with students to design the lessons in ways that promote learning.  Together, both teachers and students learn the best ways to learn with technology. 

A Learner-Centered Educational Model (LCM)

  For centuries educators have been arguing that a one-size-fits-all model that standardizes curriculum and enforces testing violates biological and ecological principles.  What is needed are many system alternatives. In our work with research-validated learner-centered principles, we have learned that learner-centered practices do not look the same from school to school, classroom to classroom, day to day, or even moment to moment within the same classroom.  When teachers are attentive to learners and their learning needs, and understand basic principles of human learning, motivation, development, and individual differences – they “go with the flow” and create innovative environments that are flexible and dynamic.  The most learner-centered teachers we have studied are not afraid to share power and control with students in a collaborative learning partnership (McCombs & Miller, in press, 2006). 

The benefits of faculty and students sharing academic goals and working together have been recognized at all educational levels (Summers, Beretyas, Syinicki, & Gorin, 2005).  They lead to the development of a sense of community, which has been shown to have a number of positive benefits, including reduced high school dropout rates and increased student retention at the college level, as well as meeting basic human needs for connectedness. 

As a grounding for such transformed practices, the American Psychological Association (APA) adopted the Learner-Centered Psychological Principles (LCPs) in 1997 largely as a response to what the APA considered ill-informed decisions being made based on A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence and Education, 1983), which concluded that student achievement in the U.S. showed an alarming decline, especially in comparison with other countries such as Japan.  The APA was concerned that the push toward testing and accountability was not informed by evidence regarding what best supports and fosters learning.  Members of the APA Task Force working on the LCPs believed that psychology, as a scientific field that has studied learning for over 100 years, had a responsibility to clearly present to educators and policymakers its accumulated and research-validated knowledge base about learning and learners.
  When work on the LCPs began, no one knew what the final product would look like or what it would be called.  The Task Force saw it as a “living document” that would be revised and reissued as more was learned about learning, motivation, development, and individual differences that must be addressed to achieve optimal learning for all.  The LCP document is now in its second iteration and continues to be widely disseminated to educators and researchers in this country and abroad (APA, 1997). 

The LCPs, shown in Table 3.1, serve as the foundation for the Learner Centered Model (LCM) that colleagues and I developed over the past decade (McCombs, 2003, 2004; McCombs & Lauer, 1997; McCombs & Miller, 2006; McCombs & Whisler, 1997).  Based on years of research, the LCPs were adopted by the APA (1997) as a definition of the psychological principles with the greatest positive effect on learners and learning. The 14 Learner Centered Principles, organized into four categories or domains, define what is known about learning and learners as a result of research into both.  Many of these principles are consistent with recent discoveries from psychology relating to positive youth development and prevention interventions (e.g., Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

_____________________________

Table 3.1 about here

______________________________

The LCPs apply to all learners, in and outside of school, young and old.  Research underlying the LCPs confirms that learning is non-linear, recursive, continuous, complex, relational, and natural in humans.  The evidence also shows that learning is enhanced in contexts where learners have supportive relationships, have a sense of ownership and control over the learning process, and can learn with and from each other in safe and trusting learning environments (McCombs, 2003, 2004).  The key processes involved in developing learner-centered principles and practices are:

· building ways to meet learner needs for interpersonal relationships and connections;

· finding strategies that acknowledge individual differences and the diversity of learner needs, abilities, and interests;

· tailoring strategies to differing learner needs for personal control and choice; and

· assessing the efficacy of instructional practices to meet diverse and emerging individual learner and learning community needs. 

As an overriding principle, not only is it necessary to look for the match or mismatch of instructional practices with learning principles, but also their match or mismatch with learners and their diverse needs.  A balance of supports can then be provided with a variety of learning opportunities, content requirements, and communities of learning. 

Defining the Learner-Centered Model (LCM)

When the 14 LCPs are applied to schools and classrooms, they address each of the four learning domains.  The resulting learner-centered framework provides a systemic approach to content, context, assessment, and individual learner needs.  In addition, basing educational practices on the LCM and its associated LCPs provides a means for transforming education.  The role of teachers changes to that of co-learners and contributors to the social and interpersonal development of students.  In partnership with their teachers, students become responsible for their own learning and participate equally in determining what, how, and when they learn. The learner-centered framework adds a constant reminder that the human element cannot be left out of even the most advanced educational systems, including technology-supported networked learning communities (cf. McCombs & Vakili, 2004).  


Taken together, the four domains of the LCPs offer a holistic way of looking at how individual principles combine and interact to influence learners and learning.  Research on which the LCPs are based confirms the four domains as follows:  

•    Cognitive and metacognitive – what the intellectual capacities of learners are and how they facilitate the learning process.

•    Motivational and affective – the roles played by motivation and emotions in learning.

•    Developmental and social – the influence of various diverse aspects of learner development and the importance of interpersonal interactions in learning and change.

•    Individual differences – how individual differences influence learning, how teachers, students, and administrators adapt to learning diversity, and how standards and assessment can best support individual differences in learners. 

 Each of the four domains affects each learner in a unique way, as does the synergy resulting from the interaction of the domains.  

Putting learners first is at the heart of learner-centered teaching.  It requires knowing individual learners and providing a safe and nurturing learning environment before the job of teaching can begin.  Teachers who engage in learner-centered teaching also understand that learning is a natural lifelong process and that motivation to learn is also natural when the learning context is supportive.  If these teachers see evidence that students are not learning or do not seem motivated to learn, they do not blame the student (or his/her parents).  They look at what is not happening in the teaching and learning process or in the learning context that result in these natural processes being blocked.  Learner-centered teachers know that listening to students provides a blueprint for finding the most effective practices and for engaging students’ voices in the process of learning.  They encourage students to talk about how they would meet their own learning needs, satisfy their natural curiosity, and make sense of things.  Since we know that teachers are learners, too, our research and that of others confirms fundamental qualities of teachers that are essential to their ability to provide learner-centered practices in ways that authentically respond to student learning, motivation, and social needs. 

What the General Research Evidence Shows

The Hay McBer report (2000) includes these descriptions of how 8th grade students define their ideal teacher:  Is kind, is generous, listens to you, encourages you, has faith in you, keeps confidences, likes teaching children, likes teaching their subject, takes time to explain things, helps you when you’re stuck, tells you how you are doing, allows you to have your say, doesn’t give up on you, cares for your opinion, makes you feel clever, treats people equally, stands up for you, makes allowances, tells the truth, is forgiving.  These students’ descriptions illustrate that the qualities that make teachers effective and learner-centered are more than their practices.  Who teachers are – their qualities and characteristics – are as critical to being learner-centered as the practices, programs, and strategies they use.  

A recent review of alternative educational models examined learner-centered, progressive, and holistic education (Martin, 2002).  Growing numbers of alternative schools include:  democratic schools, Quaker schools, Montessori education, Waldorf schools, and homeschooling.  The alternative models tend not to be rooted in an overly rational or objective way of knowing and they acknowledge interdependencies and values.  They include the emotional, ecological, spiritual, social, physical, and intellectual aspects of learning and living.  These models address needs of the whole learner in balance with the needs of the community and society at large (e.g., Forbes, 1999).  They hold in common a respect for diversity and are all “person-centered” approaches expressed in a diversity of ways.  What makes “learner-centered” transformative (holistic) is its recognition that meaning is co-constructed, self-regulation occurs through interdependence, with a focus on being and becoming fully functioning.

In a comprehensive meta-analysis, White (2005) found that person and learner-centered education is associated with large increases in student participation/ initiation, satisfaction, and motivation to learn, which indicated high levels of engagement in learner-centered classrooms.  Student perspectives were stronger predictors of student success than teacher perspectives.  The major teacher variables associated with positive student outcomes included positive relationships, nondirectivity, empathy, warmth, and encouraging thinking and learning skills.  White also found that universal learner-centered practices are particularly important for poor and minority students who traditionally do not receive this level of support.

Students As Meaningful Partners: International Evidence

Including students as meaningful partners in school reform is occurring internationally, particularly in the UK and Australia. In a study of student voice in British school reform, Fielding (2001, 2002) describes a four-year Student as Researcher project in which high school students identified important issues in their daily experience of schooling. Together with students, staff gathered data, constructed meaning, shared recommendations for change with fellow students and staff, and presented their recommendations to the governing body of the school.

Fielding (2001) found that students began challenging the curriculum to move it away from a delivery model to a jointly derived, negotiated curriculum and pedagogy with meaning and relevance to their own lives. As the project continued, several student-led changes emerged from the dialogue engendered by the partnership model.  As they gained new understandings and insights into their learning and the nature of the learning experience, students demonstrated the quality of their research and ability to identify and articulate insights into curriculum practices. The ongoing dialogue between teachers and students showed that both groups came to view their joint efforts as reflective of a genuine community.  Teachers and students developed a commitment to teaching and learning as a shared responsibility, and each redefined what it means to be a student and a teacher. 

Learner-Centered Model (LCM) Components:  Our Research Evidence

This simple idea – listening to kids in meaningful partnerships with adults as a foundation for addressing youth and public policy issues – is central to learner-centered teaching, to empowering youth, and to changing many systemic inequities and failures.  When translated into practice, the LCM consists of a variety of materials, guided reflection, and assessment tools that support teacher effectiveness and change at the individual and school levels.  Staff development workshops and videos exemplify learner-centered practices in diverse school settings.  As an additional support for teachers changing their practices, my colleagues and I (McCombs, 2001, 2003; McCombs & Lauer, 1997, 1998; McCombs & Whisler, 1997) developed a set of self-assessment and reflection tools for K-20 teachers, called the Assessment of Learner-Centered Practices (ALCP).  The ACLP includes surveys for teachers, students, and administrators that facilitate reflection and a willingness to change instructional practices.  The teacher surveys offer an opportunity for reflection on how personal beliefs about learners, learning, and teaching coincides with the knowledge base underlying the LCPs.  More importantly, they allow teachers to become aware of their students’ perceptions about the frequency of their teacher’s learner-centered practices.

In our more than 10 years of research with the LCM and its associated tools, we have verified the benefits of learner-centered practices at the school and classroom levels.  Research with the ALCP self-assessment surveys for teachers and students confirms that “learner-centeredness” is not solely a function of particular instructional practices or programs.  Rather, learner-centeredness is a complex interaction of the programs, practices, policies, and people as perceived by the individual learners.  That is, how teachers are perceived (their qualities and characteristics) as well as how instructional practices are implemented in terms of meeting student learning needs defines learner-centeredness.  Ongoing data of over 35,000 students and their teachers in Kindergarten through graduate school have now been collected with the ALCP surveys (McCombs, 2001; McCombs & Lauer, 1997; McCombs & Pierce, 1999; McCombs & Quiat, 2002) to evaluate programs and practices that enhance the teaching and learning process.

In our research (McCombs, 2004), qualities related to being perceived by students as engaging in high levels of learner-centered practice in domains most related to high achievement and motivation include: high learner-centered beliefs (consistent with the APA principles) and low non learner-centered beliefs (more traditional), high levels of self-efficacy about their ability to reach and teach diverse learners, high reflective self-awareness, and high degrees of autonomy support.  In schools and districts where the LCPs have been widely shared, teaching practices are achieving a more balanced approach that encourages high student learning and achievement while also promoting learner-centered approaches. These approaches, recognized in many of the nation’s most excellent schools, lead to effective schooling and to positive mental health and productivity of our nation’s children, their teachers, and the systems that serve them. A summary of these follows.
Grades K-3 results.  The most important finding with K-3 teachers and students is that even young children can reliably and validity assess the degree to which their teachers engage in learner-centered practices.  For young children, there are three validated domains that most relate to positive learning and motivation outcomes:  (1) Creates positive interpersonal relationships/climate, (2) Provides motivational support for learning, and (3) Facilitates thinking and learning.  Results indicated that when students perceived more learner-centered teacher practices, they had higher academic achievement and also reported greater interest in and liking of school and academic subjects (McCombs, Perry, & Daniels, in review, 2006).  


Grades 4-8 results.  With upper elementary and middle school students, learner-centered practices begin to have even stronger impacts on learning and motivation.  Four domains of practice have been validated to most impact learning, motivational, and behavior outcomes:  (1) creating positive relationships, (2) honoring student voice, (3) supporting higher order thinking and learning skills, and (4) adapting to individual differences (McCombs & Quiat, 2002; McCombs, 2004; Meece, Herman, & McCombs, 2003).  At this developmental stage, students’ perceptions of classroom practices are more strongly related to valued outcomes than teachers’ perceptions.

Grades 9-12 results.  For high school students, the importance of learner-centered practices increases.  At this level, although there are different items from the grades 4-8 level, the same four domains of practice exist (McCombs, 2004b).  The findings show that students’ perceptions that their teachers frequently perform the four learner-centered domains of classroom practice are significantly correlated with all motivation variables, and are particularly highly related to student self-efficacy, epistemic (knowledge-seeking) curiosity, active learning strategies, and task mastery goals.  In addition, students’ perceptions that their teachers significantly perform these four domains of practice are positively correlated with classroom achievement and negatively correlated with classroom absences.

Connecting People, Principles, and Practices at all System Levels

One of the strongest implications of the LCPs and LCM is that education must address the whole learner.  This is certainly not a new idea (e.g., Combs, 1986, 1991; Noddings, 2005).  The evidence base for this approach was less clear in earlier years than now, making a stronger case in terms of positive outcomes that extend beyond academic achievement.  William Glasser (1990) has maintained that students will be more motivated to work harder and learn more, or have lower dropout rates, when we create more need-satisfying schools.  These new schools will provide environments where students can really get to know their peers and teachers and develop a sense of trust, potentially also avoiding school violence issues.  It is essential that students have an opportunity to study real world problems and learn for understanding in self-directed ways.  In the new school paradigm, Patterson (2003) argues that decisions will be made based on what makes educational and personal sense for students.  Combining this model with general education that contributes to the development of citizenship in a democratic society increases the usefulness and long-term impact of this model.  

Vanhuysse (2006) contends that a general education contributes to the development of creativity and the role of the future in education.  He relates that Albert Einstein defended generalism in schools on the basis that it promotes better adaptability to change.  Further, those who study creativity in artistic and scientific endeavors such as Csikszentmihalyi (1996) have also argued breakthroughs depend on linking information that is usually not thought of as related by having a breadth of general knowledge beyond the limits of a specific knowledge domain.  Vanhuysse (2006) points to general education as a way that the scientific and intuitive orientations of the human mind can avoid being kept separate, as their cross-fertilizing relates to the creation and production of knowledge.  As shown by Simon (1983), liberal arts curricula help students learn better and remember longer than in narrowly defined or rigid curricula.  Students can attend to issues longer and think harder about them, leading to deeper impressions that last longer, particularly when this curriculum is taught in the context of critical dialogue.

In national studies conducted by the Just for the Kids (2003) organization, the first key is to focus on the student, followed by high-quality teaching and research-based instructional practices.  Teachers are given the materials, training, and support they need and the time to plan together, discuss student progress, and reflect on best practices.  In one such high performance school in Los Angeles, teachers work together to help students take risks so that they develop character and the skills to succeed in life (Mathews, 2004, January 20).  As with the Central Park East program, students were taught to develop their minds by weighing evidence, seeing other ways of looking at the same data or situation, comparing and contrasting, seeking patterns, conjecturing and arguing (Meier, 2002).  This type of transformational learner-centered paradigm can help students develop into the creative and critical thinkers, self-directed learners, problem solvers, time managers, and lifelong learners needed in our complex society.  

Now let’s revisit the question posed at the beginning of this chapter:  How can we resolve the tensions between “learner-centered” and accountability focused perspectives in educating for democracy?  I offer the following new model.

A New Model:  The Learner-Centered Educational System as an Intellectual Supply Chain

A number of colleagues and I have been working over the past two years to develop the Center for Innovation Competencies (CIC).
  Our work is driven by the vision of creating and implementing a transformed educational systems model. To this end, we have developed a framework called the intellectual supply chain (ISC).  The ISC supports the LCPs and is a system for integrating all key stakeholders in education and the workplace so that each has input at every level.  It also discourages silos of isolated interest, allowing equitable access to the entire system by all learners.  The major goal of the ISC is the alignment of all functions, content, and processes across the educational system and the workplace in order to nurture and further develop the natural human capacities of Collaboration, Learning, and Creativity (CLC).  Together, these capacities form a meta-competency needed for a positive and productive life in all aspects of the personal, interpersonal, life work, and broader social-economic system levels.  The end result of the ISC is an educational system that will be more responsive to technological changes and the need for innovation in the global economy. 

Our vision for the CIC grew out of our shared understanding and concern over the fundamentally flawed current public education system and the policies surrounding its operation.  We observed that the public education system is presently incapable of developing the intellectual capital and innovation that will drive the economy in the 21st century.  We reviewed empirical evidence showing that schools willing to step outside the narrow testing and accountability agenda and implement practices consistent with research-validated principles of human learning, motivation, development, and individual differences are achieving higher levels of student learning across academic and social-emotional domains.  Thus, we verified that the balance of high achievement and positive personal development is possible.

The challenge is to capture these best practice principles into a new educational systems design that prepares all learners (students and adults alike) to be lifelong learners and innovators in the workplace and in life.  The positive outcomes at an individual level can to transfer to the ultimate establishment of new human social, economic, and political systems on a global scale.  These new systems further promise to result in a more competent, more productive, more collaborative, and more creative world.  The long-range goal of the CEI is to create a transformed view of educational systems that transfers to enlightened corporate settings.  These systems must be grounded in an understanding of nature’s natural sorting system and principles of human learning, motivation, development and individual differences.  

What’s Next – A Call to Action:  Creating the Evolving Model Together

My colleagues and I believe the new metacompetency and ISC – implemented in keeping with the LCPs and the LCM – are what is needed to develop and enhance creativity, learning, and collaboration competencies in all learners.  Beyond these goals, we believe it is what is needed to resolve the conflicting perspectives identified at the beginning of this chapter and to move us to a balanced resolution to current accountability demands.
How do we realize these transformational and systemic solutions?  I believe it is by coming together and acknowledging our shared visions and values.  The means for coming together are becoming easier than ever with existing and emerging technologies (e.g., chat rooms, virtual meetings).  We can find each other, communicate across physical, economic, social, and cultural boundaries while building a network of diverse people – all of whom are ready to create the kind of educational system we need.  The time for these activities is now.  The seeds we plant now will affect the growth of our citizens for the future.  And who knows what may get started.  I hope it is the movement we have been aiming for that finally allows us to apply research-validated principles that result in learner-centered education for democracy equitably provided for all students.
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	COGNITIVE AND METACOGNITIVE FACTORS

Principle 1:  Nature of the learning process. 

The learning of complex subject matter is most effective when it is an intentional process of constructing meaning from information and experience.

Principle 2:  Goals of the learning process.  

The successful learner, over time and with support and instructional guidance, can create meaningful, coherent representations of knowledge.

Principle 3:  Construction of knowledge.  

The successful learner can link new information with existing knowledge in meaningful ways.

Principle 4: Strategic thinking
The successful learner can create and use a repertoire of thinking and reasoning strategies to achieve complex learning goals.

Principle 5: Thinking about thinking
Higher order strategies for selecting and monitoring mental operations facilitate creative and critical thinking.

Principle 6: Context of learning
Learning is influenced by environmental factors, including culture, technology, and instructional practices.

MOTIVATIONAL AND AFFECTIVE FACTORS
Principle 7:  Motivational and emotional influences on learning

What and how much is learned is influenced by the learner’s motivation.  Motivation to learn, in turn, is influenced by the individual’s emotional states, beliefs, interests and goals, and habits of thinking.

Principle 8:  Intrinsic motivation to learn
The learner’s  creativity,  higher order  
	thinking,  and natural  curiosity  all   contribute  to  motivation  to   learn.    Intrinsic  motivation    is stimulated by tasks of optimal novelty and difficulty, relevant to personal interests, and providing for personal choice and control.

Principle 9: Effects of motivation on effort

Acquisition of complex knowledge and skills requires extended learner effort and guided practice.  Without learners’ motivation to learn, the willingness to exert this effort is unlikely without coercion.

DEVELOPMENTAL AND SOCIAL FACTORS
Principle 10: Developmental influence on learning

As individuals develop, they encounter different opportunities and experience different constraints for learning.  Learning is most effective when differential development within and across physical, intellectual, emotional, and social domains is taken into account.

Principle 11: Social influences on learning 

Learning is influenced by social interactions, interpersonal relations, and communication with others.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES FACTORS
Principle 12:  Individual differences in learning 

Learners have different strategies, approaches, and capabilities for learning that are a function of prior experience and heredity.

Principle 13:  Learning and diversity
Learning is most effective when differences in learners’ linguistic, cultural, and social backgrounds are taken into account.

Principle 14: Standards and assessment
Setting appropriately high and challenging standards and assessing the learner and learning progress—including diagnostic, process, and outcome assessment—are integral parts of the learning process.




Summarized from the APA Work Group of the Board of Educational Affairs (1997, November).  Learner-centered psychological principles:  Guidelines for school reform and redesign.  Washington, DC:  American Psychological Association.
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