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ABSTRACT. Learner-Centered Teaching (LCT), as opposed to teacher-centered practices, actively
engages students in the learning process. In this paper, we discuss the importance of adopting LCT
strategies in family science courses to improve student learning outcomes. Family science is particularly
apt for LCT because of the interpersonal focus of the discipline. To help fill an important gap in the
literature, seven LCT strategies are articulated within the specific context of family science. We
highlight the following seven approaches: small group activities, questioning, think-pair-share
discussions, gaming, in-class writing, low-stakes quizzes, and flipped classroom design. In addition to
describing the approaches, we discuss class size, adapting the techniques for online courses, and
working with students who require accommodations. Finally, we share evaluation data from students
that speaks to four of the seven LCT strategies. Our hope is that this paper will offer ready-made ideas
that family science instructors may adopt. To conclude, we discuss implications, challenges in
implementing LCT, and areas of future research.
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LEARNER CENTERED TEACHING 2

Implementing Learner-Centered Teaching Strategies in Family Science
Throughout the world of higher education, there is growing emphasis on the Scholarship of

Teaching and Learning (SoTL) as a means to optimize student learning outcomes. Likewise, the field of
family science has seen an emerging interest in effective teaching practices in response to the findings of
SoTL research (Reinke et al., 2016). In particular, there is an increased focus on Learner-Centered
Teaching (LCT) practices that shift the responsibility from the instructor to the student as the active
learning agent in the classroom (Doyle, 2011). The purpose of this paper is to offer a set of engaging
LCT practices in family science classrooms. These practices emerge from the body of SoTL research
across disciplines and aim to engage students more actively in the family science classroom to maximize
their learning.

Definitions and Conceptualizations

SoTL has been defined by Potter and Kustra (2011) as:

The systematic study of teaching and learning, using established or validated criteria of
scholarship, to understand how teaching (beliefs, behaviors, attitudes, and values) can maximize
learning, and/or develop a more accurate understanding of learning, resulting in products that are
publicly shared for critique and use by an appropriate community (p. 2).

As described in this definition, SoTL aims to understand how teaching can maximize learning. One
attempt to maximize learning is through the use of LCT practices, which shift the emphasis from
students as passive recipients of the instructor’s expertise to active agents in their own learning.
Learner-Centered Teaching (also known as “student-centered instruction”) has been defined as “a broad
teaching approach that includes substituting active learning for lectures, holding students responsible for
their learning, and using self-paced and/or cooperative (team-based) learning” (Felder & Brent, 1996, p.
43). As described by Doyle (2011), the aim of LCT is to “create learning environments that optimize
students’ opportunities to pay attention and actively engage in authentic, meaningful, and useful
learning” (p. 9). In this style of instruction, the students are responsible for learning through active
engagement.

Impact of Learner-Centered Teaching
The impact of LCT practices in improving student engagement and learning outcomes is well

documented in the literature. Students who participated in active learning tended to outperform those
who participated in passive learning approaches (Qualters, 2001). Learner-centered practices also help
expose students to differing viewpoints as they engage with other students from a diversity of
backgrounds and experiences (Machemer & Crawford, 2007). Students reported an overall positive
attitude towards active learning activities, perceiving that they enhanced their learning, improved
metacognition, and increased their ability to work with others in a team environment (Machemer &
Crawford, 2007; Qualters, 2001). Lastly, students reported finding that active learning in the classroom
helped them not only better connect to the course material, but to their classmates and professor,
resulting in a more collegial style of learning (Qualters, 2001).

Conversely, some students reported mixed feedback on learner-centered practices as they relate
to their perceptions of learning outcomes (Qualters, 2001). For example, students reported concern about
the amount of class time given for active learning, fear of missing out on important course material, and
anxiety over participating in such activities. Students also reported finding value in traditional lectures
since they expressed a desire to learn course-specific content (Qualters, 2001). To account for these
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LEARNER CENTERED TEACHING 3

concerns, Qualters recommended that students be educated about the value of active learning, helping
them understand that “learning is not about ‘covering material’ or ‘gathering facts’; learning is about
integrating and using information in a meaningful way” (p. 58). Students have also appeared more open
to active learning exercises when they understand the way that particular activity will help improve
exam performance (Machemer & Crawford, 2007).

The Need for Public Dissemination
Another aspect unique to SoTL offered above by Potter and Kustra (2011) is the public

dissemination of teaching practices to an appropriate community. There have been a number of useful
publications over the years aimed at sharing innovative teaching practices in family sciences (e.g.,
Hamon & Bull, 2016; Langlais, 2016; Obasi & Hill, 2015), along with conferences such as the Teaching
Family Science conference offered by the Family Science Association. However, there is still a need for
public dissemination of additional LCT practices that emerge from the SoTL research, specifically as
they relate to university-level family science classrooms.

This paper helps fill this gap in the literature by providing LCT approaches such as small group
activities (Doyle, 2011; Vygotsky, 2005), questioning (Barton et al., n.d.; Doyle, 2011), think-pair-share
discussions (Gunter et al., 1999; Lyman, 1981), gaming (Darling & Cassidy, 2014), in-class writing
(Brown et al., 2014), low-stakes quizzes (Brown et al., 2014; Doyle, 2011), and flipped classroom
design (Hamdan et al., 2013; Unal & Unal, 2017). These ideas are based on existing SoTL research and
are strategies that each of the authors of this paper utilize in family science courses. We have found them
to be effective in improving student engagement and learning. We include student feedback regarding
these LCT strategies from our course evaluations. In this paper we describe specific LCT strategies,
provide justification for the use of the teaching strategy, and include examples of LCT strategies in the
context of family science courses. In addition, we discuss course structure and class format
considerations.

Strategies That Transcend Class Size and Course Format
The authors of this paper are teaching faculty at a large, research-intensive public university in

the Southeastern United States. The institution has nearly 40,000 students, with undergraduate class
sizes in our department ranging from 19 to over 200. We offer courses in online, hybrid, and traditional
face-to-face formats. Therefore, we have experience with implementing LCT practices in classes that
range in size and delivery format.

Our hope is that this paper will offer ready-made ideas that can be implemented in family science
courses regardless of class size. However, coming from the context of a large research institution, we
also understand the unique challenges that come with teaching large university classes. Although large
classes provide economic value to universities, they also present challenges with delivering high-quality
education within this context. The challenges of teaching large classes are well documented, including
poor student engagement, high absenteeism, low motivation, social isolation, passivity, lower student
performance, and fewer assessments given (Arias & Walker, 2004; Gibbs et al., 1997; Mulryan-Kyne,
2010). Yet despite these challenges of teaching large classes, the majority of SoTL research in the U.S.
has come from institutions classified as master’s level or below, where class sizes are relatively low
compared to larger research institutions (Maurer & Law, 2016). Therefore, we include in this paper
suggestions for overcoming the challenges associated with teaching large classes. We provide LCT
strategies that aim to increase student engagement and shift the focus to the student as the active
learning agent in the classroom.
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LEARNER CENTERED TEACHING 4

Learner-Centered Teaching Activities
Learner-Centered Teaching actively engages students in the classroom. In this paper, we

introduce seven LCT approaches: small group activities, ask rather than tell: the power of questions,
think-pair-share, educational games, write to learn, low stakes quizzes, and flipped classroom. We
describe each approach and explain specific ways to implement these approaches in family science
courses. We also present data collected from students enrolled in family science courses for four of the
seven approaches.

Approach #1: Small Group Activities
Small group activities or tasks allow students the opportunity to share and evaluate different

perspectives on problems and solutions. According to Doyle (2011), “having students do their work in
groups, teams, triads, or pairs has its origins in human evolution” (p.18). Doyle further explained that it
is through cooperation that humans have learned to survive, working together to identify and solve
problems. This enhances possibility, creativity, and flexibility in student learning. Furthermore, group
activities allow students to serve as both learners and teachers, as posited by Vygotsky (2005) in his
concepts of scaffolding and the zone of proximal development (ZPD). With scaffolding, student-led
group work can provide opportunities to support newly learned material until it is mastered.
Additionally, according to Vygotsky’s concept of ZPD, when students collaborate with more skilled or
advanced peers in group learning activities, students can potentially grow beyond their existing
knowledge and abilities. Such group activities can include laboratory experiences/experiments, quizzes,
projects, writing activities, and discussions. When teaching is social in nature, allowing students to have
the opportunities to relate materials to their own lives or shared experiences, it becomes more
meaningful and memorable (Doyle, 2011). Not only do group activities facilitate learning, but they
synchronously reinforce the processes of cooperation, communication, and celebrating diversity, which
are foundational to studying and understanding families. Small group activities or tasks provide this
unique social platform, regardless of class size.

Implementation in Family Science
In an intimate relationships course, students had weekly opportunities to participate in small

group activities. First, students individually took a personality assessment to learn about their
personality typology. This activity was assigned based upon the premises for the course that (a)
personality may influence levels of openness, engagement, ways of processing information, and
communication styles in personal relationships, and (b) attention to one’s personality could foster further
self-awareness in intimate relationship processes (Capsi & Roberts, 2001). The following week, students
were divided into their respective Myers-Briggs typology groups (Myers-Briggs Foundation, 2020) to
discuss perceptions of accuracy of the personality assessment and personality similarities they had
within their group. Then, in the subsequent week, each typology group presented to the other groups in
the entire class the “trademarks” of their personality type and what they truly wished for others to
understand about them in an intimate relationship (given what they had learned). This multi-step group
activity allowed students to become “masters” in knowledge of their own typology, reinforced by each
other's personal experiences and anecdotes within their small group discussion. Additionally, as the
other groups presented their own typology information, it was shared in a way that was generationally
and culturally meaningful to the other students.
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LEARNER CENTERED TEACHING 5

Course Structure
These activities were completed in a traditional class that ranged in size from 60 to 90 students.

While the small group discussions could be easily replicated in larger class sizes, some adjustments
might need to be made (such as time) for the small groups to interact with the entire class. In online
courses, students can be grouped by typology and prompted to discuss virtually (through video
conferencing or a discussion board) and then “present” their knowledge to the online class through a
recorded video presentation or class discussion board thread.

Approach # 2: Ask Rather Than Tell: The Power of Questions
One way that teachers can facilitate student learning is through discussion. However,

teacher-involved discussion can easily evolve back into a lecture-mode of teaching instead of the
intended student-driven learning activity. Therefore, Barton et al. (n.d.) advised that discussions function
optimally when the teacher is in the background and students talking to students take center stage.
Essentially, teachers must be comfortable in both asking or allowing questions, and then being quiet to
shift the responsibility to the student. The power of questions can be practiced in unstructured ways,
such as asking a compelling question during lecture and allowing students to brainstorm ideas. It can
also be implemented in structured activities, such as guided discussion, debates, and role play (Doyle,
2011). The critical component is that after the teacher asks the question, the students do the work. When
students know that they will not be given the answers by the teacher, they are more likely to use the
discussion as a means to find the solutions (Doyle, 2011).

Implementation in Family Science

In a family relationships course, students were taught the basic definitions of negative
communication patterns that can exist in family relationships. Then, two students were asked to
volunteer to role play an argument between romantic partners. At that time, the remaining class
members broke into small groups and were asked to watch the argument and answer the question, “What
went wrong in this argument?” The groups then shared their observations of negative communication
patterns, supported by details regarding communication elements such as word choice, body language,
and voice intonation. Then, the couple role-played a more constructive version of their argument based
upon their peers’ feedback. At this point, the student observers were asked, “What went well here?” and
again provided their observations of constructive communication. Because there was no one right
answer, students heard multiple perspectives on what was negative and what could be done better. This
experience, in particular, reinforces what we teach students about how differing perceptions and
perspectives influence the communication process. At the end of the role-play and questions, students
were asked one final question to discuss among their groups or journal individually: “Where do you see
yourself in these examples of argument, and what would you want to do differently in your own
communication?”

Another example of the power of questions is when students were tasked to “debate” the terms of
a divorce in a family relationships course. Students were broken up into small groups, and each group
was given a notecard denoting their family configuration (spouses, children, socioeconomic status,
race/ethnicity, occupational status, religious background). A group was paired with another group with
the same exact family configuration, with a spouse represented in each group. The overall question
posed to the students was, “Based upon what we have learned about divorce, what divorce
agreement/settlement would you arrange for your family?” Students were instructed to brainstorm
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LEARNER CENTERED TEACHING 6

details of a divorce agreement/settlement, and in addition, reflect on how family configuration variables
influenced their decision-making.

With both examples provided, after the initial questions were posed by the instructor, the entire
process was student-driven. Students were taught theories, concepts, and assumptions of various family
phenomena. However, by asking a few open-ended questions and allowing for discussion in small
groups, the students had the opportunity to brainstorm and learn application and analysis of the material.

Course Structure
These activities have been completed in classes that range in size from 90 to 200 students and

could easily be replicated in smaller classes. Additionally, there is great opportunity for these activities
to be achieved in online courses. For example, the instructor could provide pre-recorded video examples
of communication and conflict and prompt student groups to address the questions in video conferences
or discussion board format. Similarly, students can be assigned to virtual “family groups” where their
family configurations (as explained above) serve as the context for debating and problem-solving for
several key questions throughout the course in an online format.

Approach # 3: Think-Pair-Share
Think-pair-share is a collaborative learning strategy that encourages students to work together to

solve a problem or answer a question. The strategy involves posing a question to the class, asking the
students to take a few minutes to think about the question and their response, and then turning to a
nearby student to share their thoughts (Lyman, 1981). Utilizing think-pair-share to engage students and
foster collaborative learning is an increasingly common practice in higher education due to the benefits
of engaging all learners. Many instructors have struggled with posing a question to the class and only
receiving a few students’ responses. As Williams (2011) points out, this can be undesirable for two
reasons. First, the responsive students take on a disproportionate weight in the classroom conversation
and second, students who do not have the opportunity to respond are allowed to remain passive with
little external engagement. Think-pair-share encourages student participation from all students as well as
promoting peer accountability (Gunter et al., 1999).

Think-pair-share is a fairly simple activity that can be included at any time in a lecture to ensure
all students are actively engaged and understanding the material. Student misunderstandings about a
topic can be revealed and resolved during discussions with student peers. The quality of student
responses increases significantly when provided time to think about a topic or concept (Gunter et al.,
1999).

Implementation in Family Science
The think-pair-share method in a family science course can be used multiple times during a

lecture. For example, during a stress and resilience course lecture, the instructor handed out a list of life
stressors and asked students to rank the stressors in order of “most stressful” to “least stressful.” The
items were events such as divorce, death of a loved one, job loss, and moving. Students were then split
into groups of four and asked to discuss their rankings among their small groups. Students spent
between 10 and 15 minutes on discussion within their groups prior to the instructor opening up the floor
for groups to share with the entire class. This resulted in a larger class discussion with a variety of “most
stressful event” answers and how students have experienced stressors. This activity, and many
think-pair-share activities, allowed every student the opportunity to think something through and discuss
their thoughts out loud.
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In a family diversity course, an instructor asked the 30 students in the classroom to think about
their most valued family traditions. The instructor gave the students three minutes to quietly think and
then instructed the students to get into groups of 3 or 4 and share with each other their family traditions.
Students spent approximately 30 minutes sharing, laughing, and making connections with their peers. At
the end of the 30 minutes, the instructor asked the groups to share what they learned. Many students
discovered interesting traditions and learned the history behind some long-standing traditions. This
exercise fostered an environment where everyone was the teacher and the learner.

Course Structure
Think-pair-share activities can be effective with both large and small class sizes. It is best when

the pair groups are small to allow all members to share. The instructor can ask for responses from some
or all of the pair groups. It is an activity that can be done quickly as a short response to a prompt or can
be used as an extended activity to allow students time for more thoughtful discussions. Think-pair-share
is a versatile activity that can also be effective in online courses where students are placed into groups to
discuss a topic. This activity can assess the students’ understanding of the material.

Approach #4: Educational Games
Another way to engage family science students in active learning is through the use of games.

Educational games are designed to teach or review concepts, learn a new skill, or introduce a new
subject in an active and enjoyable manner (Darling & Cassidy, 2014). Students can also be given an
assignment to create games, applying what they have learned into their game design. This type of
assignment engages students in the highest level of the Revised Bloom's Taxonomy (Anderson &
Krathwohl, 2001), “creating,” as they are required to build on prior knowledge and produce something
new. Applying elements of games to the instructional process has been shown to increase students’
motivation to learn and likewise increase student effort in the learning process (Landers, 2014).
Additionally, most of our current college students would be considered Millennials (born after 1980 to
early 1990s) or Generation Z (born mid 1990s to early 2000s), who are known to be digital natives
(Prensky, 2006). As such, they are comfortable with the use of technology, are highly connected in the
digital world, are play-oriented, and respond better to graphics and visuals than to text (Pendergast,
2009). Effective teaching of these digital natives requires family science teachers to adapt learning to
their needs. As stated by Darling and Cassidy (2014), “to better reach our participants, we need to know
them and understand their needs, as well as their technological resources” (p. 76).

Implementation in Family Science
Educational games in family science classrooms can be implemented either as whole-class

activities or in small groups to enhance collaborative learning and may or may not utilize technology.
Darling and Cassidy (2014) describe a number of games that would be useful for teaching family-related
courses, including modifying classic games such as Family Feud, Jeopardy, or Bingo to reinforce course
content and facilitate collaborative learning. Other non-technology-based activities can include creating
board games, card games, action games, or word and pencil games to actively engage students in the
learning process while participating in a fun activity.

One example of a non-technology-based game was played in a university parenting class. After
hearing a lecture on parenting styles, students were placed in small groups where they played Charades
to act out various styles of parenting. This activity required the actors to determine the best way to
depict their assigned style of parenting with their small group, while the rest of the class had to consider
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LEARNER CENTERED TEACHING 8

all possible styles and select the one being portrayed. All students had to participate, which guaranteed
that the entire class was engaged in the activity.

Educational games may also include technology-based activities such as PowerPoint games,
web-based games, or applications available through computers or other devices. For example, in a large
course in adolescent development, students often participated in games utilizing a free web-based
program called Kahoot (www.kahoot.com), which allowed for the teacher to either use existing games
or create their own game. Students can play the games through a laptop, smart phone, or other device by
entering a game code. Games can be played in team mode or player versus player with points being
awarded for each correct answer. In this particular class, the instructor created Kahoot games to
introduce new concepts and gauge students’ preexisting knowledge on a subject. For example, the
instructor created “Puberty Myth Busters” to initiate a unit on puberty. Kahoot was also used when
teaching about adolescent moral development by having students play “What Would You Do,” which
posed a series of ethical dilemmas and invited students to answer how they would resolve the dilemma.

Students can also create their own games as part of a project assignment. For example, in a
human sexuality education course, throughout the semester students worked in groups to create an
educational game on one content area of Comprehensive Sexuality Education (National Guidelines
Taskforce, 2004). Students created a variety of games, including board games, card games, and
technology-based games such as Jeopardy. Once groups finished creating their game, the rest of the
class rotated through game stations and took turns playing the games in small groups. Not only did this
activity require the game creators to review and select relevant content, but it engaged the entire class in
the process of reviewing the content, all while having fun.

Course Structure
Educational games can effectively be done in any class size, whether small or large, as the

instructor could simply create as many groups as needed (typical group size is 3-4 students). Instructors
can also set a limit on how many games each small group could play rather than having all groups play
all other games. While educational games are perhaps done most effectively in traditional in-person
classes, modifications can also be made for online classes. For example, students could be required to
create technology-based games that could be played over a video conferencing platform such as Zoom.
Students could then be placed into breakout rooms to take turns playing other groups’ games. Again, this
could be accomplished regardless of class size by simply adjusting the number of breakout rooms.

Student Feedback
At the conclusion of the game design project in the human sexuality education course, an

anonymous survey was given to students to obtain feedback concerning the effectiveness of the game in
improving student learning outcomes. Students were asked to rate the level of effectiveness the project
had using adjectives from the Revised Bloom's Taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) to gauge
what level of learning students reported. Student feedback was overwhelmingly supportive of using the
game design project in improving higher-order learning. As posited earlier, this assignment was
designed to lead students to the highest level of Bloom's Taxonomy, “creating”, and student feedback
reported that it met that learning objective. When asked how effective the game design project was at
helping them learn to create new human sexuality education materials, 83% reported “very effective”
with another 10% reporting “effective.” One student reported:

It was a fun way to wrap up the semester! Playing everyone's games served as a review of
everything we'd talked about and it was an enjoyable way to spend our last two days of class.
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Group projects are often unsuccessful in encouraging collaboration, but this one allowed us to
work together to assemble what we'd learned into a format that could be a teaching tool for
others.

Another student stated, “It was a unique, think-outside-of-the-box type of activity that allowed us to
think critically about what we learned and how to impart that upon others. I enjoyed being creative with
the course content.”

Approach # 5: Write to Learn
Though writing is not a new, innovative teaching strategy, this activity shifts the responsibility of

learning from the instructor to the student. Brown et al. (2014) explain how the strategy of “write to
learn” is used in education. The authors state that “students reflect on a recent class topic in a brief
writing assignment, where they may express the main ideas in their own words and relate them to other
concepts covered in class, or perhaps outside of class” (p.89). In other words, students are asked to
consolidate learning through reflection and writing. In turn, this process generates learning because it
activates several cognitive strategies (Brown et al., 2014). For example, students must recall information
presented in the course, reflect on the material, and incorporate their own ideas and insights.

Implementation in Family Science
In an individual and family lifespan development course that covers physical, cognitive, and

social/emotional development through the seven stages of life, students were provided a writing prompt.
The instructor discussed the rise in gun-related deaths and presented a picture of an individual convicted
for one of the many mass shooting events. Students were then asked to reflect on the physical, cognitive,
and social/emotional aspects of development that would increase the likelihood of someone displaying
this type of violence. Students had to incorporate course concepts and material learned to support their
hypotheses.

Another way that students use writing is to reflect on their own learning processes. In an online
family relationships course, students were required to participate in weekly discussion board reflections.
During the last week of classes, students were asked to reflect on their semester in an effort to help
students strengthen their learning skills. Students were given the following question prompts:

Take some time to reflect on what went well this semester. What effective learning strategies did
you utilize? What are you most proud of? When provided with feedback, how did you respond
(e.g., were you open to feedback, and did you use this feedback to bring about positive change?)?
If you were to take this course again, what would you do differently? Take some time to reflect
on your growing edges. Where could you spend extra attention? Finally, how will you utilize
what you learned from this course in your future career?

Typically, when writing prompts are assigned, the instructor spends time discussing the intention
of the assignments and the potential benefits of the assignment. For example, the instructor may include
the following statement when providing the journal prompts for the semester:

Journaling helps students comprehend course material, extends thinking, and can improve
writing skills. In addition to understanding the scientific study of families, I want you to reflect
on your own experiences and make healthy decisions in your relationships. My hope, therefore,
is that in addition to the academic benefits, these journals will help you gain insights and grow in
your current and future relationships.
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Course Structure
In courses that meet in-person, the instructor may assign and collect writing and journal

assignments at the end of class. Often, the instructor uses these writing assignments as attendance for
that day. If students require accommodations and need additional time, they can submit the writing
assignment after class. In online courses, students complete writing assignments as a discussion board
post or weekly journal entry.

Student Feedback
In the evaluations for an online course utilizing writing assignments, one student commented

“discussion board posts allowed me to think more critically.” In another course that assigned journals, a
student stated “the journals were very helpful in understanding and using the course materials.” Finally,
another student spoke to the opportunity to reflect on one’s own experiences in relating to course
material. The student stated “I also thoroughly enjoyed the weekly journals as it allowed me to reflect on
the course material and connect the material covered to my own personal opinions and experiences.”
Taken together, students see the benefit to writing as a way to think critically, understand material, and
reflect on how their own experiences relate to the course content. One area where students have
expressed frustration regarding the writing assignments is the grading. Often our online courses are large
sections, and students are paired with different teaching assistants (TAs) who are responsible for the
grading. It is not uncommon for instructors to hear complaints of TAs grading inconsistently.

Approach #6: Low Stakes Quizzes
Low stakes quizzes are designed to test students’ understanding of course material and provide

students with immediate feedback. These quizzes allow students to practice questions that are similar to
those that will appear on future exams at a low cost to the student’s grade. In their book, Make it Stick,
Brown and colleagues discuss strategies to help students learn and remember, recommending low-stakes
quizzing because retrieval strengthens memory (Brown et al., 2014). For instance, Brown et al. stated
that “a single simple quiz after reading a text or hearing a lecture produces better learning and
remembering than rereading the text or reviewing lecture notes” (p. 3). The authors posited that if
students do not quiz themselves, they tend to overestimate how well they understand course material.
Because quizzes provide immediate feedback (Doyle, 2011), quizzes present an opportunity for students
to understand how well they grasp the material. The quiz results also provide information to the
instructor regarding which areas students continue to struggle.

Implementation in Family Science
We have found that weekly, low-stakes quizzes provide students with consistent feedback and

help students prepare for exams. For example, in an online individual and family lifespan development
course, students took a weekly quiz on Canvas (our university’s learning management platform) after
reading the designated chapter from the textbook. Each quiz consisted of five multiple choice questions
worth one point each. The quiz questions were extracted from a question bank, and therefore, each
student enrolled in the online course was given a different set of questions to reduce the likelihood of
collaboration. In addition to providing feedback and helping students prepare for exams, the weekly
quizzes held students accountable for their weekly reading.

Further, it is easy to provide accommodations for students registered with the Office of
Accessibility Services (OAS). Canvas allows instructors to moderate quizzes by allowing extra time to
be added for specific students.
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Course Structure
Low stakes quizzes work well in both small and large course sections, as well as online courses.

In both online and in-person classes, we provide quizzes through our online learning management
platform. This allows class time for in-person classes to be used for learning and other activities.

Student Feedback
Through course evaluations, students have provided positive feedback on the quizzes. One

student commented, “I liked how we would have quizzes on the chapters; it helped test my knowledge
and showed me that I accurately understood the material.” Another student reflected, “I found the
weekly quizzes to be helpful and a good way to review and check for understanding.” In sum, students
appreciated the quizzes and found the quizzes beneficial in providing feedback on their comprehension
of course material.

Approach # 7: Flipped Classroom
In flipped classrooms, instructors “shift direct learning out of the large group learning space and

move it into the individual learning space, with the help of one of several technologies” (Hamdan et al.,
2013, p. 4). Learning takes place outside of the classroom and class time is utilized for practice-based
learning (Unal & Unal, 2017). The flipped classroom design requires students to review course material
via pre-recorded lectures, pre-readings, interactive videos, or case-based presentations (O’Flaherty &
Phillips, 2015). The pre-learned material is then incorporated in various student activities (e.g., group
activities, learning tasks, and student presentations.). The learning that occurs during class is intended to
engage students. By being more active in this process, students learn through application of the course
material. There is evidence that this form of instruction may improve academic performance (Akcayir &
Akcayir, 2018; O’Flaherty & Phillips, 2015). While some studies show that student satisfaction
increased through the flipped classroom design, other studies indicated that students held a negative
attitude regarding the flipped classroom design (O’Flaherty & Phillips, 2015). For example, some
students reported frustration with having to take responsibility for their own learning prior to coming to
class. This criticism could be mitigated by introducing the flipped classroom approach earlier in their
program of studies and educating students on the benefits of this approach (Mason et al., 2013).

Implementation in Family Science
A flipped classroom design was used to teach a Family Life Education (FLE) methodology class.

Coursework completed outside of class consisted of assigned readings with guided reading questions
and lectures delivered via PowerPoint embedded with voice-over lectures. Face-to-face class time was
spent giving a brief (10-15 minute) review of key content, with the remaining time being spent on
discussion and activities designed to reinforce the content and give students time to practice new
methodologies. Students would also use class time to work with groups on preparation of an FLE
workshop that they delivered in a community setting. This gave students the opportunity to apply FLE
methodologies immediately after learning about them in meaningful ways. This flipped classroom
design seemed to work exceptionally well in an FLE methodology course and could also be
implemented in other family science courses.

Course Structure
A flipped classroom design typically includes a combination of asynchronous, pre-class learning

along with face-to-face, synchronous learning activities. Therefore, this design implies that it is best
implemented in traditional in-person or hybrid classes with a mix of online and in-person class periods.
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However, if online courses included some synchronous learning environments, such as live video
conferencing, then the flipped approach could be used to inform the activities that occurred during
synchronous sessions. For example, mini recorded lectures could be presented online through the
learning management system, followed by weekly web conferences with students for discussion and
learning activities, either as a whole class or in breakout rooms, depending on class size.

Student Feedback
Based on end of course evaluations, students have given mixed reviews on the flipped course

design. Some students reported frustrations with the amount of pre-class work required with this
method. For example, one student stated, “I felt bogged down a lot with how much work there was
every week in this course.” However, others reported positive feedback, with one sharing:

I really liked how different the course was compared to the usual lecture-heavy and only
note-taking courses. I appreciated the weekly assignments, the projects, and the in-class
activities. [The instructor] made me want to come to class because I looked forward to seeing
what we would be doing in class that day.

Another student stated, “I loved this course and it was by far one of the best classes I have taken in
college.”

Discussion
Despite advancements in the science of teaching and learning, teacher-centered learning persists

widely in higher education. Though teacher-centered learning is a pedagogy that instructors and students
have accepted for years, the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) community suggests that we
integrate active learning strategies to improve student learning outcomes. The argument is that for
learning to occur “students must be paying attention and actively engaging their brains to process new
sensory input” (Doyle, 2011, p.7). The growing evidence in support of student-center learning has led to
an increasing push to migrate from passive learning to active learning communities.

Though SoTL is gaining widespread attention in higher education, there is relatively little
literature regarding the SoTL specific to family science (Maurer & Law, 2016; Reinke et al., 2016). As
Trigwell (2013) suggests, SoTL needs to be scholarly and evidence-based. Through this paper we hope
to extend the strategies that are being discussed in the larger SoTL community to instruction in family
science. The practices we recommend in this paper, however, need to be subjected to further empirical
evaluation. One area of future research, in particular, is to better understand students’ perception of these
learner-centered practices in family sciences courses.

Though the literature suggests that students benefit from learner-centered practices, there are
often barriers to implementing these strategies. For instance, the culture in higher education often
expects the instructor to be the expert and responsible for learning, and students are often accustomed to
this culture. Doyle (2011) explains that students will complain about the work required of them in
learner-centered courses and may voice frustration that their instructor is not teaching the material. In
our experience, students have provided feedback consistent with these claims in the literature. For
example, in an evaluation of a family science course that asks students to speak to aspects of the course
that could be improved, one student said the course “was just a lot of work to keep up with.” And
another claimed, “there is so much work required for this class.”

As instructors, it is important, therefore, to not only understand students’ perceptions but also
devise ways of mitigating these barriers. One way that the literature suggests this can be done is through
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transparency in teaching. Machemer and Crawford (2007) found that students have appeared more open
to active learning exercises when they understand the way a particular activity will help improve their
performance. Instructors should explain their reasoning for providing these LCT activities and discuss
how the strategies will benefit students. Though students may still acknowledge that the course required
much effort, hopefully through transparency, they will understand the benefits of their efforts.

Sharing the existing research on the effectiveness of these activities can also help with student
acceptance. For example, McKinney (2013) recommended that SoTL research should be shared with
students in an effort to help them apply the findings and improve learning. We believe that it would be
beneficial to evaluate the effectiveness of these LCT strategies within the specific contexts of family
science courses and hope to engage our students in the findings of the research.

One concern expressed by instructors regarding the adoption of LCT strategies is the impact on
promotion and tenure. Shifting the responsibility to students may negatively impact instructor
evaluations, which are often considered in the promotion and tenure process. Further, instructors may be
concerned about their colleagues’ response to LCT. Doyle (2011) noted that colleagues may criticize the
approach, as there are still academics who believe that effective teaching corresponds with lecturing.
Reinke et al. (2016) found much variation in support for SoTL in family science. In their study:

one-third of participants (38%) indicated SoTL was not explicitly mentioned as a rewarded
activity in their department’s evaluation guidelines, 29% reported SoTL is considered only as a
teaching activity, while 3% reported SoTL is viewed as only a research activity, and 22%
reported SoTL counts toward teaching and research activity requirements” (p. 26).

Our hope is that as LCT becomes the norm, students will come to expect this style of course design and
we will see a culture shift in their response to this approach. Moreover, as we collect evidence that this
approach enhances learning outcomes, the research can be used to inform our learner-centered practices.

Large class sizes can create additional challenges when adopting learner-centered strategies.
Though some of the strategies that we propose in this paper transcend class size and format, there are
learner-centered activities that require a great deal of oversight and attention by the instructor. In large
classes, it can be difficult for an instructor to oversee individual and group activities. An important area
of future research, therefore, is to better understand how to overcome the challenges associated with
LCT in large classes. We, therefore, propose evaluating the effectiveness of the learner-centered
practices while accounting for class size.

Despite these considerations, we believe that there is strong support for incorporating LCT
strategies in family science courses. As our teaching faculty have made concerted efforts to enhance the
LCT strategies in our department, we are seeing students appreciate this style of instruction and
learning. For example, one student stated that a course based on LCT strategies “caters to different types
of learning styles and the supplemental material is very hands-on.”

Conclusion
In this paper, we situated SoTL and LCT within the specific context of family science. In an

effort to incorporate more Learner-Centered Teaching in the field of family science, we presented
specific LCT strategies which have high potential to improve learning outcomes. Specifically, we
discussed small group activities, questioning, think-pair-share, gaming, in-class writing, low-stakes
quizzes, and flipped classroom design. We described each strategy and provided specific examples of
learner-centered activities in family science courses. We discuss how some of our strategies transcend
class size and course format. This paper, therefore, offers ready-made ideas that family science

http://doi.org/10.26536/DZUL6421
Family Science Review, Volume 28, Issue 1, 2024

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License

http://doi.org/10.26536/DZUL6421
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


LEARNER CENTERED TEACHING 14

instructors may adopt. Finally, we presented implications of LCT, challenges in adopting these
strategies, and areas of future SoTL research in the field of family science.
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