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Language teaching is a great privilege. Compelled 
by a variety of motivations and goals, students step 
into the classroom making a conscious choice to 
study a language. Helping them to find success as 
they meet these goals can be deeply fulfilling for 
the teacher. These students already are or will be, 
leaders in their families, businesses, and community, 
and thus teachers support a lifetime of students’ 
successful contribution to society. The basic role of 
the language teacher is to facilitate the development 
of students’ second language acquisition and 
communication skills. Just as important, however, is 
facilitating the development of student confidence, 
attitude toward learning, and sense of self-identity 
as a world citizen. Language classrooms should be 
a learning laboratory for each of these strands of 
development. 

A distinctly student-centered language classroom 
emphasizes the role of the student in the learning 
environment as an active participant. Students 
are given a voice to impact culture, curriculum, 
and assessment, and teachers shift from the 
role of “directors” to “facilitators.” Students are 
continuously encouraged to take ownership of their 
learning, engaging in critical thinking, recognition 
of purpose, leadership, choice, and process growth. 
Student-centered learning is a popular teaching 
strategy with great merit, but especially critical to 
apply to the concept of language learning, which 
is a lifelong process. A successful language teacher 
will give students the tools necessary to continue 
learning far beyond what happens inside the 
classroom.

The first step toward student-centered language 
instruction is to consider the learners. An instructor 

of any discipline must not only understand the 
content but to whom the instruction is directed. It 
is important to begin by surveying learner attitude, 
necessity, and expectations on an individual and 
group level. Such information is invaluable in 
developing a classroom culture that seeks both to 
meet the language acquisition needs and to promote 
a healthy attitude toward the target language. The 
classroom is for the student, not the teacher. Classes 
should be organized and planned to further the 
stated goals of the students over the teacher, thus 
allowing the potentiality for different learners 
to dramatically alter the course material and/or 
delivery. 

A language teacher’s responsibilities are to impart 
knowledge, encourage inquiry, facilitate growth, 
and promote self-confidence. Most clearly, the job 
of a language teacher is to instruct students in the 
understanding and use of the language (hereinafter 
focused on English language learning). To do 
so, a teacher must know the students, plan and 
deliver lessons for them specifically, evaluate the 
effectiveness of teaching and skill acquisition, and 
wisely respond or react accordingly. Additionally, 
a language teacher must create a classroom 
environment that encourages an attitude toward 
learning characterized by personal inquiry and 
responsibility. Together, these two characterizations 
will promote language learning and growth among 
students, a growth which is further multiplied by 
creating a comfortable environment in which to 
learn. Finally, true learning parallels a growing 
sense of self-confidence with the material. When 
learning a language, one of the most detrimental 
attitudes is an overwhelming fear of error, which 
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further inhibits learning. Teachers should be 
advancing students’ self-belief in their own ability 
to communicate fluently in English. 

Students also have responsibilities and rights within 
the language classroom. Because learning a second 
language is, most often, a personal choice, students 
should exercise a measure of self-accountability 
over their own learning. Students should attend 
class regularly and on time, or, if necessary, consult 
with the teacher before a planned absence. Students 
should come to class ready to learn by completing 
homework, studying lessons, and with all needed 
materials such as books, paper, and writing utensils. 
Students should be prepared to follow the school 
rules and regulations. Above all, students should 
demonstrate respect toward the teacher, fellow 
students, and property of others. Students have the 
right to be treated respectfully by other students 
and teachers and given every opportunity to 
learn. While it is important to emphasize personal 
responsibility on behalf of the student, a teacher’s 
classroom management and organization contribute 
to a culture that can greatly influence student agency 
and initiative. 

Healthy, open communication between teacher and 
student is a hallmark of effective student-centered 
instruction. On the first day of class, teachers 
should welcome student engagement, model open 
communication, set a standard of a positive attitude 
toward learning, and provide clear expectations for 
the course. This culture can be supported throughout 
the course by regularly asking students to journal 
their reactions to the class, the teaching, the material 
being covered, the assignments, and including a 
self-assessment of their progress. Such an exercise 
provides a safe forum to express concerns, offer 
feedback, and keep student needs as the classroom 
core. Students should be encouraged to ask a lot of 
questions while also being given sufficient time to 
think, formulate the question in English, and ask 
without feeling embarrassed. A teacher’s visibility 
impacts students’ expectations of the teacher’s 
availability and willingness to help. Practicing 
appropriate eye contact and body language shows 
active listening with empathy, encouraging students 
that the teacher is truly listening and valuing the 
students’ contributions. Additionally, a teacher can 
model personal responsibility with “I” language 

and choosing positive words. The practice of open 
communication in the classroom not only enhances 
the classroom and learning culture but also serves 
to assure the student that the school is a family of 
learners committed to his or her excellence. 

In moving toward a learning culture of collaboration, 
the layout and organization of the classroom space 
may also be altered to allow for maximum student 
interaction. For example, tables provide more space 
for materials or cooperative learning activities than 
individual desks in straight rows. Organizing tables 
into a U-shape gives all students equal access to the 
board and to the teacher’s assistance. Posting a daily 
schedule helps students anticipate the class time 
and promotes responsibility. Sometimes, the class 
can even move outside of the physical classroom 
to observe, experience, and practice learning in an 
authentic environment.

Establishing teachers as facilitators of learning and 
students as responsible co-directors of their learning 
leads to collaborative instructional methods and 
assessment. Learning objectives are the primary 
driver of the class; not only teachers but even 
students should be able to articulate the learning 
objective before, throughout, and after the learning 
process. The result is meaningful, applicable long-
term understanding with increased motivation for 
independent, lifelong learning.

The goal of English language instruction is to develop 
students’ communicative abilities in English. 
Language acquisition does not necessarily mean 
native-like proficiency, but the ability to understand 
and be understood. Therefore, each and every 
lesson should be clearly designed to meet a specific 
communicative need. The lesson should be focused 
on relevancy: what is the value of this lesson and 
how will students benefit from learning this content? 
When students grasp relevance for themselves, their 
interest and participation is greater. Lessons should 
begin by making a direct connection to a real-life 
situation in which the target knowledge is needed. 
Not only will the current lesson be more effective, 
but this method of instruction provides the students 
some sense of practical usage in which to anchor 
and retain new information.  

Traditional language learning classrooms have often 
focused on lectures and memorization, but student-
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centered language learning uses authentic materials 
and activities that reflect specific content areas. 
Content areas should be chosen based on student 
interests and goals. Within those content areas, 
authentic use of the language can be expressed 
through case studies, team-based activities, project-
based learning, active thinking and reflection, 
debates, games, and digital tools. Teachers should 
explore how language is meaningfully used within 
a defined content area and creatively draw that 
into the classroom, letting student interest steer. 
Incorporating the concept of choice, student-
centered learning gives room for students to engage 
with the material through a variety of means, 
activities, and approaches to meet each student’s 
distinct learning style or modality. Bloom’s Revised 
Taxonomy is a useful tool to incorporate higher 
levels of learning. Additionally, integration should 
be valued throughout the entirety of instruction 
and practice. Reflecting natural language use, the 
four disciplines of reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening should be a part of each lesson and level.

It is important that the classroom is interactive and 
engaging, promoting dialogue between students 
and teachers, and inviting or, sometimes pushing, 
students to actively participate in their own 
learning. The level of instructor excitement can have 
a great deal of influence over the students’ own 
excitement and love of learning. Offering choices to 
students further promotes student responsibility. 
When students know that their participation in the 
classroom is imperative to learning, it lowers the 
students’ inhibitions, promotes a healthy attitude 
toward learning, and increases motivation. By 
respecting students’ opinions and life experiences 
and seeking to promote self-confidence through 
interactions with them, a teacher can strongly 
impact the student’s desire for lifelong language 
learning.

 In order to accomplish these methods and goals for 
instruction, teachers must be regularly evaluating 
both the students’ level of production and confidence 
in the target knowledge. Previously addressed 
student-centered learning concepts also apply to 
assessment; in many ways, a shift to student-centered 
assessment can be more challenging to adopt. To 
begin, in the early stages of language learning, there 
is a common stage known as the silent period. The 

silent period should be recognized and valued as 
a significant step in second language acquisition, 
and therefore can be maximized through reading, 
listening, and writing response activities that build 
on a growing understanding of the language. Oral 
production is not to be dismissed altogether in this 
stage but is not held to be the supreme standard of 
evaluation. 

As oral production increases, error correction is 
a key component of facilitating and evaluating 
language acquisition, by offering a form of analysis 
of student progression and feedback for further 
instruction. Error correction should start from the 
beginning so as to avoid fossilization, but should 
not be overdone in a way that inhibits student 
motivation. An effective way to do this is to bring 
the error to attention, but involve students in the 
identification and correction of that error. The goal 
is to alleviate anxiety and invite students, through 
guided instruction, to identify their own mistakes. 
The approach toward this goal will vary among 
students; some prefer consistent, direct error 
correction and others do not. Example strategies are 
repeating an error in the correct form, expressing 
misunderstanding and asking the student to repeat, 
simply asking a student to think about whether 
their form was correct, involving the students in 
correcting each other, and writing their words on 
the board so they can see their own mistakes. It is 
important to convey that error correction is a form 
of teaching, not a cause for shame. With effective 
communication as the ultimate goal, there are valid 
arguments for more and less error correction at 
varying levels of the language acquisition process. At 
this juncture, the specific classroom culture plays a 
significant role in determining how error correction 
will be implemented.

At all levels, student-centered formative assessment 
emphasizes process learning. Struggle, critique, 
and revision should be celebrated as the process 
of learning and students should be given the 
opportunity to set goals, identify problems, design 
solutions, and engage others for feedback. This 
provides, again, an opportunity for the student 
to formulate his or her love of lifelong learning by 
focusing on process learning. Grading or scoring is 
based upon the students’ engagement in the multi-
step process of design and revision instead of a one-
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chance final performance. 

In student-centered classrooms, summative 
assessments are often tied to the lesson’s activities, 
such as the final result of a multi-step project, 
presentation, or assignment. Because students 
internalize learning differently, the way that 
they demonstrate understanding may also vary. 
Traditional testing methods do not provide an equal 
ground for assessing student understanding, and, 
more importantly in the realm of language learning, 
assessing students’ appropriate and effective use 
of the language. Is it not possible to widen the 
opportunity for students to demonstrate summative 
learning? Giving students the choice to submit a 
writing assignment, deliver a verbal presentation, or 
prepare a digital project as a final assessment allows 
them to determine how to show their very best in 
the classroom with confidence that they can apply 
their new knowledge outside the classroom as well. 
An additional effective assessment method is self-
evaluation and reflection, which promotes critical 
thinking, personal responsibility, and forward-
thinking learning.

The use of technology is essential, but in a student-
centered classroom, technology is valued as a 
support tool for learning and not the primary goal 
in itself. In other words, technology should be 
leveraged to promote intellectual inquiry, creativity, 
and ongoing feedback. For the teacher, technology 
can offer student data to the teacher that aids in 
restructuring lessons for effective learning. For the 
students, communication through digital tools is a 
critical objective of learning a second language in 
the 21st century. There are many uses of technology 
untraditionally employed in the language classroom, 
such as filming, editing audio/video, or creating 
websites, that can be tremendously useful for 
students to develop unique skills and demonstrate 
their language learning.

Finally, student-centered learning addresses 
classroom management and discipline from a 
sense of inclusiveness and personal responsibility. 
In addition to school policies and consequences, 

students should understand the classroom 
expectations, which, when created collaboratively, 
instill individual and group accountability. Asking 
students to collectively design their own learning 
environment is an excellent way to begin a new course 
and establish a healthy culture of collaboration 
and learning. When these group expectations are 
unmet, teachers should commit to helping students 
maintain a sense of self-identity by not berating a 
student publicly or privately, or attacking the person 
in lieu of the problem. It is possible to calmly and 
positively present the problem and then require that 
the student take responsibility for the solution. The 
end goal is to teach students responsibility for their 
own actions in the classroom, and thus their own 
learning. 

In summary, deep, effective, and long-term 
language learning is substantively enhanced 
by the student-centered learning approach, an 
approach characterized by independent learning 
in a collaborative environment. Teachers transform 
into guides while students are elevated to active 
leads. In addition to such a change in roles, 
student-center learning transforms instructional 
methods, assessment, and the physical classroom 
environment. This is by no means a natural or easy 
adjustment from traditional teaching pedagogy. 
Obstacles to implementing this approach include 
resistance from students, maintaining a rigorous 
content schedule, and mandated assessment 
methods. Overall, change is always difficult and will 
require dedication, ingenuity, and trial and error. 
However, the research-proven outcomes of student-
centered learning are well worth the effort. When 
students are given active learner status, they grow in 
independence, critical thinking, and leadership. For 
the language classroom, student-centered learning 
meets the goals of developing student confidence, 
a positive attitude toward learning, and a sense of 
self-identity alongside growth in authentic language 
acquisition. There is nothing more fulfilling for 
teachers than to equip and motivate their students 
for lifelong learning. It is a privilege, indeed.
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