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Abstract

On-going research in education is focusing on exploring various approaches driven by a
growing concern of ideal teaching and learning methods. Student-Centered Learning is
characterized by innovative methods of teaching and it has been promoted to support the
rapidly changing education environment. This study aims at investigating EFL students’
perceptions of practicing SCL in the teaching/learning process at Sultan Qaboos University.
Data was gathered through a survey from 57 EFL students studying at SQU. Results show
that the different dimensions of Student-Centered Learning are used to significantly varying
degrees. Some implications and recommendations were elaborated in this paper.
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Introduction and literature review

Students of the 21* century are expected to have life and career skills, learning and
innovation and information and communication technology skills. Consequently, the
unwavering responsibility of educators is to ensure that these skills are promoted especially
in higher education institutions. Teaching and learning methods, approaches and techniques
are constantly evolving to meet these needs. Student-Centred Learning (henceforth SCL) has
been promoted to support the rapidly changing education environment (Training Module
Series, 2012).

SCL is characterized by innovative methods of teaching which aim to promote learning and
take students as active participants for their own learning by fostering transferable skills such
as problem solving, critical thinking and reflective thinking. SCL is based on: active learning
and ongoing reflection, cooperation between students and instructors, higher-order thinking
skills, students' choices and control over their learning, students' different experiences and
background knowledge, and students' diversity. Examples of teaching methods in SCL are:
lecture with discussion, class discussion, online discussion, case studies, discovery learning,
learning centers, simulations and role-plays. Students' projects in SCL may include writing
papers, essays and reports, individual and group projects, conducting research, answering
open-ended questions and organizing events. There are differences between SCL and
Teacher-Centered Learning (TCL). The following continuum lists some characteristics of
both of them (Training Module Series, 2012).

Student-centred Learning

Teacher-centred Learning

Students have choices and control over
their learning.

Students are active.

Power is primarily with the student.
Assumes  students have  different
experiences and background knowledge
Students discuss the course objectives
with the lecturer.

The teacher encourages students to
restructure existing knowledge.

The teacher considers both summative
and formative assessment (e.g. authentic
tasks during the course).

Students generate their own notes.
Students changing
understanding of the subject.

discuss their

Instructors question students' ideas.

Students do not have choices and control
over their learning.

Students are passive.

Power is primarily with the teacher.

Assumes students have limited experiences
and background knowledge.

The course has specific objectives relating to
what students have to know for formal
assessment.

The teacher covers facts that might be
available in textbooks.

The teacher structures the course to help
students pass formal summative assessment
(e.g. final exams).

The teacher gives students good set of notes.
The teacher provides information needed to
pass formal assessment.

Instructors should know the answers to
questions that students ask.
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Source: Training Module Series, 2012

The main role of the teacher in SCL is to facilitate students' learning by providing activities
for students to work on. At a university level, usually SCL activities are followed at different
degrees in different academic programs. However, it may not be utilized systematically.

Weimer (2002) and Harris and Cullen (cited in "Student-Centred Learning: Advisory
Committee Report, 2011) state five main principles that an institution needs to maintain in
order for the instructors to work within the SCL paradigm and these are:

Balance of power: creating community through sharing power and control.

Function of content: creating relevance by focusing on what the learner learns as opposed
to what the knowledge is to be disseminated.

Role of the teacher: leaders assuming roles akin to the learner-centered teacher who is
described as a facilitator, designer, or guide.

Responsibility for learning: fostering a climate for learning by creating community.

Assessment and evaluation: using assessment to monitor ongoing learning and gauge
effectiveness (see also Wright, 2011).

Research has shown that there are different factors that determine the effective
implementation of SCL Escotet, 1995; O’Sullivan, 2003; Schuh, 2004; De Guzman, 2004;
Phungphol, 2005; Gravoso and Pasa 2008; Sablonniere, Taylor & Sadykova, 2009; Sivan,
Leung Woon and Kember, 2000; Thanh, 2010; Ahmed and Mahmood, 2010; Altinyelken,
2010 (a, b, c¢); Marlies, Kyndt, Struyven and Dochy, 2010; Alavinia, 2013; Schweisfurth,
2011; Schweisfurth, 2013; and Jabbour, 2013). As teachers play a vital role to pass the
knowledge, values and skills to students, a number of studies focused on investigating
teacher-related factors among which are teachers' perceptions. Research has shown that there
are contextual factors that may hinder teachers from implementing student-centenred
approaches (Jabbour, 2013, and Kavanoz, 2006). However, research also shows that there are
inconsistencies between teachers' perceptions and their actual practices. Lee (2009), for
example, found that although many teachers had a heightened awareness of the importance of
using student-centred approaches, their teaching was still directed by textbooks. Wang (2007)
investigated primary EFL teachers' perceptions and practices as related to student-centered
learning ideology in China. He found out that although Chinese teachers overwhelmingly
welcomed the new ideology of SCL for curriculum change, pedagogically, they preferred a
middle path and that is the teacher-directed learner- centered approach which incorporates
both learner-centered and teacher-centered teaching.
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Parallel to this line of research, collecting data from students on their teachers teaching
provides meaningful data on what their teacher does (Ampadu, 2012 and Ahmed and Aziz,
2009). Ampadu, 2012, argued that "the current system of assessing teachers by examining
their own perceptions of their teaching is neither reliable nor valid since it most often
considers students' views as unimportant although students are directly affected by the
teacher's actions and inactions" (p. 353). Furthermore, like many higher education institutions,
Sultan Qaboos University (hereafter, SQU) highly recommends students' rating of their
instructors.

2. Context of the Problem

Traditionally, teaching the courses in the teacher education programs at SQU depends on
lectures, readings, presentations doing term papers, etc. Some of the faculty members adopt a
task-based approach. Others are teaching about the learner-centered approach: its techniques,
principles, and its applications in schools. However, it was rarely utilized systematically in
classes. In 2009, SQU in Oman implemented a project for adopting SCL (in this paper also
called learner-centered methodology or learner-centered approach) in the preparation
program of the teacher-trainees of English at the College of Education. This project was
incorporated in English Language Teaching Methods 2 course. The learning materials
package used in the project was developed as a result of the collaboration of three parties:
Sultan Qaboos University, the Omani Ministry of Education and the US government’s
Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) represented by Seward Incorporated. In the
package, two independent variables have been manipulated: (1) the principles of the
learner-centered approach and the e-learning Moodle platform (Al-Humaidi, Al-Barwani, and
Al-Mekhlafi, 2014).

Preliminary indicators and views of the participants (faculty and students) showed that the
project is effective and successful for more than one reason: (1) involving students in active
learning processes and tasks; (2) minimizing the use of lectures as the principle mode of
instruction, (3) giving students increased ownership of their learning, (4) fostering team work
and cooperative learning, and (5) manipulating technology and e-learning efficiently.
Numerating these benefits, however, does not mean the absence of problems to do with
assessment, quantity of the readings and assignments, use of technology, and the nature of the
tasks accompanying the topics (for more details see (Al-Humaidi, 2014).

Although this project was discontinued, some instructors benefited from this experience and
continued to incorporate this methodology in other courses such as English Language
Teaching Methods 2. More than 6 years passed now since that project was initiated. There is
a need, therefore, to continue efforts and research to achieve more understanding of this
approach and shed light on the best ways to implement it more effectively. The aim of this
study is to help solicit baseline data in terms of practicing SCL in SQU teaching process. The
data will be used to fulfill various parameters to bridge the gap between the current SCL level
in SQU with the optimal one.
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3. Method
3.1 Purpose of the study

The present study is an exploratory piece of research. It aims at exploring the implementation
of SCL as perceived by EFL students. It specifically investigated the extent to which SCL is
implemented and if there are significant differences in implementing the different dimensions
of SCL.

3.2 The main research questions are:

1. To what extent is SCL implemented at Sultan Qaboos University as perceived by EFL
students?

2. Are there significant differences in implementing SCL across the different dimensions as
perceived by EFL students?

3.3 Population and sample

The population of the study consists of all students in the English language teaching (ELT)
program at the College of Education at SQU with the exclusion of first year students. The
study involves 47 students which comprises 20% of the population. Most of the participants
are female enrolled in their third and forth ELT bachelor degree. The first year students were
excluded because of insufficient experience in the program. At the time of administering the
questionnaire, they had finished one semester only.

3.4 Research instrument: Questionnaire

The study aimed at investigating SCL implementation at SQU as perceived by EFL students.
A questionnaire, aimed to collect quantitative data, was divided into three main parts. The
first part asked participants for demographic information such as the degree they are enrolled
in, college/department, cohort, current year of study and gender. The second and third parts
were divided into different dimensions according to the specific issues of SCL being
investigated. The design of the questionnaire followed a Likert-scale format of two types
(extent of agreement and extent of frequency). Extent of agreement format as reflected in the
question "To what extent do your instructors use/not use the following?" was used for the
first six dimensions (as arranged in the questionnaire) which are: teaching methods and
strategies, Goals and objectives, students' involvement in educational process, assessment,
teachers' roles, and students' roles. Extent of agreement format conveyed in the question "To
what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?", was used for the last two
dimensions which are: learning outcomes and learning environment which asked the
participants for their own perceptions about SCL.

3.5 Validity and reliability of the questionnaire

The questionnaire was validated by a panel of eight experts; six from College of Education,
Curriculum and Instruction Department and two from College of Arts. The panel was
requested to read the instrument and check it in terms of clarity and relevance to the purpose
of the study. In the light of their suggestions and comments, the instrument was reviewed and
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modified. After establishing validity for the English version of the questionnaire, it was
translated into Arabic in order to avoid any misunderstanding by the students whom Arabic is
their first language. The Arabic and the English version of the questionnaire was later
checked by the same panel for validity. The final version, therefore, was administered in both
English and Arabic.

As for the reliability, the questionnaire was pilot tested with a group of 28 students to refine it.
The Cronbach Coefficient was calculated and it was (.92). The process of questionnaire
administration took place mid of Mach until first week of April, 2015. The researcher
contacted the different instructors in the college of Education for their permission ant time
arrangement to administer the questionnaire during class time. The researcher herself
administered the questionnaires and collected them from the students.

4. Results

Analyses focused on identifying the most and least commonly used SCL activities in the
teaching/learning process at SQU. Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) were
first obtained for the different dimensions in general and then for the specific items under
each dimension. Data obtained from the participants' responses to the questionnaire were
tabulated and analyzed using Software Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). The means
and standard deviations were calculated to identify the students' perceptions of SCL
implementation at SQU.

This section will answer the two research questions "To what extent is SCL implemented in
SQU as perceived by EFL students?" and "Are there significant differences in implementing
SCL across the different dimensions as perceived by EFL students?

The study findings about the students' perceptions regarding SCL will be presented through
reporting the questionnaire results of the second and third sections. The general eight
dimensions will be presented first according to the mean values from high to low. For the
purpose of interpreting the data, the following scale was suggested. The advantage of this
scale is that it keeps the original Likert scale and also reflects the continuous nature of the
construct being considered. The means, therefore, were divided as follows:

very high High Moderate Low very low
4.20-500 3.40-4.19 2.60-3.39 1.80 —2.59 1.00- 1.79

The following table shows the overall means and standard deviations of the eight dimensions
according to questionnaire results. The grand means and standard deviations were calculated
and summarized in table 1.
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Table 1. The overall means and standard deviations of the eight dimensions of SCL

No. Dimension Mean  Std. Deviation
1 Learning outcomes 3.78 .64
2 Students' roles 3.75 Sl
3 Learning environment 3.58 .58
4 Goals and objective 3.29 57
5 Teachers' roles 3.24 .56
6 Teaching methods and strategies 3.21 .39
7 Assessment 3.18 .59
8 Students' involvement in educational process 2.33 72

The eight dimensions are ordered from highest to lowest in table 1 above based on the mean
values results. Based on this table and the proposed scale for interpreting the data (above), the
results reveal three main categories of mean values; high, moderate, and low, with the
exclusion of very high and very low mean value ranges. Learning outcomes, students' roles,
and learning environment received high mean values (3.78, 3.75, and 3.58 respectively. Goals
and objectives, teachers' roles, teaching methods and strategies, and assessment received
moderate mean values (3.29, 3.24, 3.21, and 3.18). One dimension, students' involvement in
educational process received a low mean value (2.33). This result indicates that SCL is
generally implemented more often as reflected in the first three dimensions than the rest of
the dimensions.

To answer the question "Are there significant differences in implementing SCL across the
different dimensions as perceived by EFL students?

Using Wilks' Lambda analysis shows that there are significant differences in implementing
the different dimensions of SCL, F(7.50)=28.04, p=.00. The test of within-subject effects was
also significant, F (7.392)=50.8,P.00, Partial Eta Squared .48. This means that the different
dimensions of SCL are implemented to significantly varying degrees. The following graph
provides more clarification. In this graph, the numbers from 1-8 represent the different
dimensions as ordered in the questionnaire as follow:

1. Teaching methods and strategies,
2. Goals and objectives,

3. Students' involvement in educational process,

n

. Assessment,
5. Teachers' roles,
. Students' roles,

. Learning outcomes, and

[C S N

. Learning environment
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Estimated Marginal Means of MEASURE_1

4007

3.50-

3.007

Estimated Marginal Means

250+

2.007

Next, the eight dimensions will be presented in the same order they were organized in the
questionnaire. Then the results will be presented and discussed (se appendix 1 for the detailed
results of the different items).

All of the items received high, moderate, and low mean values with none receiving very high
and very low values, which is the same result for the general dimensions of SCL discussed
above. The 14 items under "teaching methods and strategies" received high, moderate, and
low mean values. The items lecture, lecture with discussion, cooperative learning, class
discussion, self-learning, presentations, and problem-based learning received high means
ranging from 4.11-3.46. This indicates that these teaching methods and strategies are
implemented in the classroom frequently more often at SQU. Case-studies, discovery
learning, scaffolding, and KWL: know-what to know-learned, on the other hand, received
moderate mean values ranging from 3.23 to 2.88 indicating moderate or average usage of
these methods. Furthermore, 3 items received the lowest means and these are: online
discussion (1.81), role-play (2.40), and simulations (2.39) indicating the least frequent use.

As related to the dimension "goals and objectives" interestingly almost all items received
moderate mean values ranging from 3.12 to 3.46. This indicates that the instructors
moderately follow these types of goals in their teaching as perceived by their students. The
next dimension which is "students' involvement in the educational process" revealed the
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lowest results of all dimensions. Six out of seven items in this dimension got low mean
values ranging from 1.91 to 2.54 except for the first item." The goals of the learning process
are agreed upon between students and my lecturers" which received a moderate mean value
(3.00). This means that SQU students are not satisfactorily involved in the educational
process as related to consultation on curriculum content, the teaching methods used, and
evaluation methods. Furthermore, there are not enough transparent procedures in place for
students to be able to give feedback on the quality of the educational process and not enough
consultation in periodic program quality reviews.

As related to the seven items under assessment, the first three (assessment is an integral part
in teaching, assessing students based on their ability to apply knowledge, and using projects
in the assessment of students) received high mean values (3.82, 3.44, and 3.63 respectively),
with "assessment based on knowledge application" got the lowest mean in this category and
therefore, the closest to the next mean range level (i.e. moderate). The rest of the items
received moderate mean values. It should be noted that the items that got moderate mean
values are the ones more related to the use of specific and important assessment methods.
These are: the use of simulation tasks, the use of real life situations, and the use of
self-assessment and peer-assessment.

Regarding the teacher's roles, three items of ten received high mean values. These are: "My
lectures' provide the opportunity for group work" (3.75), "My lecturers actively listen to and
respect students’ points of view" (3.62), and "My lecturers stimulate cooperation among
students" (3.51). However, seven items received average mean values ranging from 2.88-3.33.
This means that some crucial roles of SCL instructor such as providing multiple means of
accessing information, acting as facilitators, challenging and motivating students, being open
and empathetic, using real-life problems and case studies to structure the subject matter, and
helping students to use critical thinking skills are moderately practiced at SQU as perceived
by EFL students.

In parallel to this, when asked about students' roles, all items except one got high mean scores
ranging from 4.02-3.49. The item "I ask my questions in the class" received average mean
value (3.35). It can be said that in general some important SCL students' roles are practiced at
SQU as perceived by EFL students.

The dimension "learning outcomes" specifically asks students about their perceptions of SCL.
All items in this dimension received high mean values (3.88-3.63). It can be said that students
have positive perceptions regarding SCL. They think that SCL helps them to be more
motivated, remember and link information better, form ideas with more confidence, express
their opinions, and improves their performance.

In the last dimension, students were asked about their perceptions regarding the learning
environment. Items number 2 got the lowest mean values (2.53). This indicates that students
do not think that they have access to appropriate research and study facilities off campus.
Although in the high mean range, the item "There is genuine interaction between me and my
lectures" was the closest to the moderate means range and the second lowest mean in this
dimension. On the other hand, students do think that they have enough access to appropriate
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research and study facilities on campus, information technology is used in teaching/learning
process, there is genuine interaction among their classmates and that their class culture is
cooperative, collaborative, and supportive.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

This study aimed at investigating the practicing of SCL in the teaching/learning process at
SQU as perceived by EFL students. Data was gathered through a survey administered to 47
undergraduate students in the third and fourth years of the English Language Teaching
program in the College of Education at SQU. Results showed that some central aspects related
to SCL received low and moderate mean values. This was especially true for students'
involvement in the educational process, teacher's roles, assessment, some teaching methods,
and goals and objectives.

The present study showed that some crucial roles of teachers- such as providing multiple
means of accessing information, acting as facilitators, challenging and motivating students,
being open and empathetic, using real-life problems and case studies to structure the subject
matter, and helping students to use critical thinking skills- and some teaching methods were
moderately practiced at SQU. This may indicate a need for teachers to help promote the
facilitation of appropriate learning experiences for students in order to implement SCL more
effectively.

Similar to teacher's roles and teaching methods, assessment is another major issue in SCL
that deserves more and careful attention. In the current study, some crucial aspects in
assessment received moderate mean values. Some researchers confirm that there is a
possibility that the assessment method may not be in line with the teaching methods. In some
contexts, even when SCL is incorporated, the assessment method remains 80% examination
based. (Fatima and Ahmad, 2013).

Other aspects that needed more attention and found to be implemented at moderate and low
levels at SQU, are students' involvement in the educational process, and goals and objectives.
This calls for more support of students' involvement in the educational process at both course
and program levels. However, when specifically asked about their perceptions of some aspects
related to SCL in the dimension "learning outcomes", the students reported positive
perceptions. This finding contradicts the findings of Emenyeouno (2012) who investigated
SCL in one of the higher education institutions in Oman and found that students had poor
perceptions of SCL. Due to this contradiction, further investigation is needed to help clearly
understand this issue in the Omani context.

To conclude, at a university level, student-centered teaching/learning activities are usually
followed at different degrees. This study has revealed that there is some attempt to implement
SCL at SQU; however, some important aspects related to SCL received moderate and low
mean values. It may be that there are some contextual constraints that hinder more effective
implementation of SCL (see also Schweisfurth, 2013; Altinyelken, 2010 (a, b, and c);
Nonkukhetkhong, Baldouf, & Moni, 2006; Al-Mahruoqi, 2013; and Biggs, 2003). Some
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researchers (Ahmed and Mahmood, 2010; Gravoso and Pasa, 2008; O’Sullivan, 2003)
confirm that there are interplay of factors such as learners' perceptions, attitudes and their
characteristics, length of time needed, the appropriate instruments to be used, how
student-centered approaches are to be implemented, teacher professional capacity, available
resources, and cultural factors. More studies are therefore required for better understanding of
SCL at SQU. Recommendations for further research may include: 1) a replication of this
study using a bigger sample and different majors in the college of education and other
colleges at SQU, 2) a study that examines the perceptions of teachers about their own
teaching and SCL which would help reveal interesting findings that may support or contradict
students' perceptions, and 3) a study that uses various research instruments and tools, such as
questionnaires, observation and other tools like document analyses to ensure more reliable
findings.
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Appendix 1

Descriptive Statistics for all items in the different dimensions

Mean |Std. D

Teaching Methods and strategies
Lecture: the instructor gives a lecture and leaves a short time for students]

. 3.57 1.10
questions at the end.
Lecture-Discussion (a combination of lecture and teacher/students questioning
during the lecture). 4.02 67
Case study: a specific real-life situation or imagined scenario. Students are
required to analyze the prescribed cases and present their interpretations or2.98 .86
solutions, supported by the line of reasoning employed and assumptions made.
Cooperative Learning (student groups working together to complete a task). 3.79 75
Class Discussion (Students discuss in pairs/groups). 3.63 .84
Online Discussion. 1.81 .85
Discovery Learning (an inquiry-based learning method in which learners use|
prior knowledge and experience to discover new information that they use to 2.88 1.06
construct learning).
Self-learning (students work independently or with small groups; sometimes|
without the presence of the teacher and by relying on different sources off3.47 1.02
information).
Role-Play (acting the role of a specific person or acting a specific situation). 2.40 .80
Presentations (students individually or groups develop a topic and present it to|
class). 4.11 .84
Simulations (put the student in a "real" situation or mimicking a real situation). |2.39 82
Scaffolding (involves the teacher modelling the skill and thinking for the
student. As the student understanding increases, the teacher withdraws the
assistance gradually allowing the student to take on more responsibility for the 3.23 L4l
learning).
KWL: Know - What to Know - Learned (a strategy that is typically used to
provide structure to the learning process to allow students to recall what they)
know about a topic, what they want to know about the topic and what is to be 3.11 92
learned).
Problem-based learning: (the teacher presents a problem for students to solve). |[3.51 77
Goals and Objectives
The development of transversal skills by students is one of the objectives of the]
learning process in my lecturers' teaching. 3.26 -84
The students have high responsibility in the learning process in my lecturers 3.46 95

teaching.
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Peer %eaming and peer teaching are parts of the learning process in my lecturers' 312 1,09
teaching. ' '
The emphasis of my lecturers' teaching is on communicating knowledge
cffectively. 3:30 |73
Students' involvement in educational process
The goals of the learning process are agreed upon between students and my]| 3.00 96
lecturers. ' '
My lecturers consult students on curriculum content. 1.95 92
My lecturers consult students on the teaching methods used. 2.18 1.00
My lecturers consult students on the evaluation methods used. 1.91 .85
There are transparent procedures in place for students to be able to give feedback]
on the quality of the educational process. 2.54 1.00
Students are consulted in periodic program quality reviews. 2.39 1.28
Assessment
Assessment is an integral part of learning in my lecturers' teaching practice. 3.82 1.04
My lecturers assess students based on their ability to apply knowledge. 3.44 1.00
My lecturers use projects in the assessment of the students. 3.63 .90
My lecturers use simulation tasks in the assessment of students 2.70 .76
My lecturers use real life situations in the assessment of the students. 2.98 1.00
My lecturers use self-assessment as a method in the student assessment. 2.84 1.07
My lecturers use peer-assessment as a method in the student assessment. 2.81 1.00
Teachers' roles
My lecturers provide multiple means of accessing information. 3.09 71
My lecturers act as a facilitator. 3.09 .87
My lecturers provide the opportunity for group work. 3.75 .69
My lecturers actively listen to and respect students’ points of view. 3.62  |.70
My lecturers stimulate cooperation among students. 3.51 .83
My lecturers challenge and motivate students. 3.14 |.81
My lecturers are open and empathetic toward students. 2.88 .99
My lecturers use real-life problems to structure the subject matter. 326 |.77
My lecturers use case studies to structure the subject matter. 2.75 97
F10. My lecturers help students to refine their understanding by using criticall
thinking skills. 333191
Students' roles
I am active knowledge seeker. 3.81 7
I participate in class discussion. 3.49 95
I ask my questions in the class. 3.35 .99
I work in collaboration with my classmates. 4.02 .69
I participate in project groups to solve problems. 3.98 74
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I construct the knowledge and meaning by interacting both with my lecturer and| 3.84 20
data gathered through different sources.

Learning outcomes

I am more motivated to learn through Student-centred learning (SCL). 3.75 .79
I remember the information better through SCL. 3.63 .79
I can link information better through SCL. 3.88 78
I form the ideas with more confidence in SCL. 3.72 7
I gain more self-confidence through SCL. 3.81 81
I can express my opinions in SCL. 3.86 74
SCL improves my performance. 3.84 .80
Learning environment

I have access to appropriate research and study facilities on campus. 3.81 .99
I have access to appropriate research and study facilities off campus. 2.51 1.26
Information technology is used within the teaching/learning process. 3.93 .86
There is genuine interaction between me and my lecturers. 3.42 .93
There is genuine interaction among my classmates. 4.00 .90
My class culture is cooperative, collaborative, and supportive. 3.81 .95
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