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ABSTRACT

It is widely acknowledged that student-centred learning (SCL) gives learners
feelings of being appreciated and respected, and thus helps students to be
engaged and motivated to learn. SCL is an approach implemented in online
learning (OL). This study investigates the role of the tutor, in implementing and
facilitating SCL as a positive learning environment in the specific context of OL
in Egyptian Higher Education (HE). The study examines tutors’ perceptions of
SCL in OL as a concept and the factors that influence these perceptions, the
pedagogical approaches they need to successfully implement SCL, and the
affordances and challenges of this implementation in the specific context of
Egyptian HE. Data for this study was collected from 20 online tutors at two
major Egyptian universities in Northern Egypt both in focus groups and in
individual semi-structured interviews. This study contributes to the area of
research into SCL on matters such as definition of SCL, tutors’ approaches to
understanding the concept, and its practical application in OL. The study
investigates the pedagogical repertoire tutors need to implement SCL,
describes approaches and strategies applied in SCL, and highlights results
which can be used to offer support and guidance to tutors in order to facilitate
their students' ongoing learning processes, leading to individually tailored and
flexible education paths. The study findings indicate that online tutors
approach the issue of SCL in OL with reference to four main aspects:
prerequisites, challenges, concerns and solutions. The main research findings
are that student control and independence are not widely practised in online
Egyptian HE. There are many concerns for online tutors when empowering
students such as: losing control, losing tutors’ respect and the invisibility of
online students for monitoring them. Moreover, the research found that
student trust is an issue that needs to be resolved. For tutors, tutor-student
trust is a process that requires students’ early preparation to learn how to be
responsible. The study found that social collaboration in OL offers promising
opportunities for educational reform in Egyptian HE, particularly with respect
to problems such as overcrowded classes. Furthermore, tutors acknowledged
the importance of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) in gaining the
professional and experiential skills that they need to develop their teaching
practices. Another finding of this study, referring to the low wages for tutors in
Egypt, is that financial incentives have a significant impact on tutors’ feelings
that they are invested in and acknowledged by their academic institutions.
Consequently, tutors are getting engaged with the learning community and
using the utmost abilities to pursue their work.
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Definitions and Abbreviations

Definitions

Asynchronous: it is where the participants (tutors and students) are logged on
at different times. Examples: CBT (Computer Based Training) or WBT (Web

Based Training), available 24 hours per day and 7 days per week.

Digitaliza tion : is the process of converting information into a digital format.

Digital format can be: image, sound, document, etc.

Problem Analysis Interview : is evaluating and obtaining agreement on the

sufficiency and the adequacy of the baseline data

Problem Id entification Interview : is defining the problem(s) in behavioural

terms.

Synchronous : is the term for real-time. It requires all participants (tutors and
students) to be virtually present (logged on) at the same time. Example: video

conferencing

Web2: a collective term for certain applications of the Internet which focuses
on social uses of the web, interactive sharing and participatory collaboration
between users. Examples of these applications are: blogs, wikis, video sharing

services, and social media websites such as Facebook and MySpace.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter 1: Introduction

My study focuses upon an area of research in which | have always been
interested: how the quality of Online Learning (OL) can be improved and
specifically in my country, Egypt. It has been suggested that the student-
centred learning (SCL) approach may contribute to improving OL (Zuhal, 2012).
This study places emphasis on the tutor’s role in facilitating the environment in
which the student can be engaged and motivated to learn. For this reason this
thesis investigates the perception of online tutors towards SCL, exploring the
factors that affect these perceptions. This chapter orientates the reader to the
study. It highlights: the rationale for the study, my personal motivation to
conduct this research, the research problem, research aims, research questions

and the beneficiaries of the research. Finally, it ends with the thesis structure.

Regarding the terms used in this thesis, it is important to highlight that,
“Distance Learning", “E-Learning” and "Online Learning" are different terms in
education. Distance learning has been a method of teaching and learning for
many individuals for at least a century, starting with correspondence learning
(home study) via postal mail (Moore and Kearsley, 2011). E-learning is the use
of technology and digital technology to create experiences (Aldrich, 2003).
Through the introduction of the internet and the spreading of its network to
almost every home, distance learning materials have been transformed into an
online mode called OL. In other words, online learning is a subset of e-learning
and distance learning with the two added values of technology and flexibility of
time and place of learning (Anderson, 2008). The following diagram (Figure 1-
1) illustrates the overlap between the three terms “Distance Learning", “E-

Learning” and "Online Learning".
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Distance Learning

E-learning
Online Learning

Figure 1-1: Distance Learning vs. E-Learning vs. Online Learning (Urdan and
Weggen, 2000, p: 8)

In this thesis, the main concern is OL. OL delivery modes are: synchronous
(real-time) and asynchronous (non-real time). Other learning approaches,
those of OL in particular, such as discovery learning and problem-based
learning, are also to be considered here. However, although OL is uniquely
defined, "distance learning"” and "e-learning" are used synonymously
throughout the thesis to comply with the usage of many researchers. This does
not indicate any particular philosophical stance, but rather reflects the scale of

terminology which is employed.

Another focus on the terminology in this study concerns the research
participants. The main focus is on tutors’, not teachers’, perceptions of SCL.
The reason behind the specific terminology for tutors is that teachers provide
instruction and guidance in a set of standards that have been created by some
sort of governing body such as the Legislature or Board of Education (Jacques,
2003). For McCrorie (2006), teachers have a wide range of skills in their
teaching repertoire such as: questioning; listening; reinforcing; reacting;
summarising; and leadership. However, according to Jacques (2003), one of
the problems associated with leading students is that a teacher gives a lecture
rather than conducting a dialogue. Also, students are not allowed to talk to
each other but they only respond to questions asked by the teacher. According
to this study, the learning environment investigated is OL, in which tutors and
learners are separated by time and place. Online tutors tailor the lessons to the

students' learning style, motivate and help them to understand how to apply
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what they have learned to suit the flexibility of OL (Salmon, 2004). Therefore,
for the purpose of this study the term used to refer to the research participants

is “tutor”.

It is noteworthy, that in much academic literature “teacher-centred learning” is
a paradigm that reflects knowledge transmitted from tutors to students, the
term “teacher” not “tutor”, is used (Huba and Freed, 2000), even in OL (Wright,
2014).

1.1 Overview of the Literature

1.1.1 SCL, OL and Online Tutors

SCL

Online

Tutor OL

Figure 1-2: Research area: perceptions of online tutors of SCL in OL in Egyptian

HE

The following section highlights what is known about Student-Centred
Learning (SCL) and the overlap with Online Learning (OL). It focuses on the
extent of the challenges and affordances of OL and SCL in Egyptian HE.

1.1.1.1 SCL and OL

SCL has been conceptualised in different ways and with different terms. Benett

(1999) explained that the SCL environment is more active than teacher-centred
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learning and also permits the opportunity for discovery learning which is
according to Bruner (1961), learning through satisfying the natural human
curiosity for knowledge. Shulman (1986) added the problem-based approach
to the definition of SCL. In order to engage and motivate learners, Burnard
(1999) described the learning process itself when it is student-centred as
participatory, active and experiential. Taylor (2000) and Gibbs and Jenkins
(1992) respectively, added the characteristic of flexibility in learning and the
idea of students’ control and autonomy. In OL, “A well-designed online course
should be focused and centred on the learner” (Palloff and Pratt, 2007, p. 90).
Therefore, understanding the characteristics of SCL can be guidance for tutors
and students for its implementation in OL. For tutors, SCL helps tutors in
arranging activities in line with the learners' interests and aptitudes. For
learners, SCL enables learners to think critically, solve problems, evaluate
evidence and synthesise hypotheses. According to Anderson (2008), OL needs
to promote flexibility to respond to diverse learning cultures, styles and
motivations and to meet the individual needs for each individualised learner. In
addition, the European Student Union (ESU) (2010), called for another
pedagogical shift from teacher-centred approach to student-centred
approach, to be applied by tutors. This shift implies making online learning
constructive, flexible, interactive and collaborative. To define flexibility
specifically, according to Rogers et al. (2010), OL is the three “As”, as “Anyone”
can learn “Anywhere” and “Anytime”. In my view, SCL in OL adds a fourth "A",
which is at “Any pace". The four “As” support the learners' individuality and
uniqueness that exist in SCL. According to Andrews (2011), in SCL, learners
learn to work at their own pace and use their own strategies, making decisions

about their learning.

In OL, there are a number of facilities and simulations to facilitate active
learning (Beard, Wilson and McCarter, 2007). According to Rogers etal . (2010),
SCL in OL is implemented through presenting interactive activities such as
games and simulations. Moreover, technological tools in OL, such as emails,
video conferences, and online forums are expected to give the students control

over their learning and lead them to be responsible for it (Rogers etal. 2010).

In summary, technology in OL can complement tutors and classrooms by first

empowering individual learners when they are working independently and
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place them at the centre of their learning, and then by providing data that
inform tutors’ instructional planning and communication with students

themselves.

1.1.1.2 OL tutors and SCL

According to Bransford, Brown and Cocking (1999), SCL includes awareness by
the tutor of the cognitive structures and understanding of what learners bring
to the learning context. In terms of a tutor’s role, Anderson (2008), advises
tutors to gain understanding of a student’s previous knowledge and the
construction of new knowledge. Moreover, according to Anderson (2008), OL
for a SCL approach needs to provide educational tools and activities to make
this knowledge, previous and new, visible for both tutor and student. As a
result of the various roles and responsibilities of online tutors to implement
SCL, the ESU report (2010), found that academic staff had a negative attitude
towards SCL applications and had provided little co-operation in implementing
it.

1.1.1.3 OL in Egypt

1.1.1.3.1 Affordances

OL is officially regarded as a major approach for fulfilling the incremental
demand for higher education in Egypt (ICT Trust Fund, 2012; EL-Gamal, 2014).
Also, OL can support learners to retain information, Bernstein (2010) and
Zaidieh (2012) highlight that repetition is a normal method in teaching but it
works for short term retention only. For long term retention, Zaidieh (2012)
explains some strategies for teaching practices for improving memory such as
short learning sessions, problem solving and real world scenarios, instead of
over-loading students with information. Bernstein (2010) suggests guiding

students to the resources from which they can get information.

1.1.1.3.2 Challenges

Abdelraheem (2006) explains tutors’ resistance as a challenge of the
implementation of SCL in OL. This resistance is related to the difficulty of
changing people’s attitudes and values about what e-learning constitutes. El-

Gamal (2014) adds other reasons for tutors’ reluctance to redesign and deliver
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e-learning courses. These reasons are: the lack of technical support;
inadequate equipment; and the increased amounts of preparation time
required. According to Afifi (2011), it has been observed that academics
generally believe that the advantages of e-learning outweigh its disadvantages.
However, some university tutors prefer to use pen and paper and face-to-face

instruction than e-learning technologies (EL-Seoud et al . 2014).

1.1.1.4 SCL in Egypt

The overall situation in Egyptian education is not ideal; from the administrative
perspective it is characterised by large class size and centralisation and
bureaucracy, while from the pedagogical perspective, learning is focused on
memorisation of the material presented, and students’ assessment is mainly
based on test grades. According to Mansour (2006), large class size and a lack
of time to cover the content, act as constraints and push tutors towards a
teacher-centred learning approach in their teaching. Moreover, tutors are

poorly trained (Richardson etal . 2012).

According to the World Bank (2013), in Egypt, the primary activities in the
classroom are copying from the blackboard, writing, and listening to tutors.
Regarding the examination system, education in Egypt is based on lecturing by

a tutor, and then testing students on the material presented (UNESCO, 2013).

Such concerns illustrate the lack of interactivity and critical thinking in the
Egyptian education. They lead to students’ disengagement with the course
studied and a lack of motivation to continue it, which in turn leads to an
increase in the student dropout rate. Consequently, according to the World
Bank (2013), there is a need to shift from the traditional teacher-centred

learning approach to SCL as a pedagogical approach.

It is worth mentioning that in considering SCL as a learning approach in Egypt,
one does not only need to investigate the availability of technology, but may

need to highlight Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for online tutors.

This research is expected to contribute in terms of investigating SCL, including
its definition and practical application in OL. Also, it focuses on exploring
online tutors’ attitudes towards SCL as, according to Koo (2008), the more

positive attitude or belief towards a learning paradigm, the easier and faster it
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is to apply. Moreover, the research contributes to questioning whether
implementing SCL requires a pedagogical repertoire that offers support and
guidance for tutors to achieve flexible and individually tailored education
paths. Moreover, it helps to raise awareness of the benefits of e-learning and

strategies for its implementation in Egypt.

1.2 The Rationale for the Study

One of the drawbacks of OL with regard to the role of online tutors,
highlighted by Salmon (2013), is that the OL environment lacks the physical
presence of a tutor. Consequently tutors are likely to encourage students
towards collaborative work and developing skills with the use of relevant
online technology. Salmon (2013) added that the lack of such skills is likely to
be a reason for students’ lack of motivation and engagement with the course
studied. Moreover, Thomas (2011) highlighted the consequence of a lack of

students’ motivation in the form of low completion rates in OL courses.

Khan (2012) considered the main pillars of OL as being pedagogy, technology,
interface design, evaluation, management, resource support, ethics and
institutional issues. Therefore, the role of the online tutor is becoming
increasingly vital and challenging in terms of successful integration of all the
aforementioned factors. Accordingly, the main objective in conducting this
research is to minimise the constraints of these factors in OL through
investigating and developing the skills of online tutors, with the focus placed

on SCL as a model for learning.

SCL as a learning approach is suggested in this research to contribute in terms
of minimising constraints, such as power shift from tutor to student and the
multiplicity of SCL terminology. SCL tutors consider each learner as being
unique and distinct with different abilities and talents (TEAL, 2010). Whilst SCL
students in OL incorporate different communication technologies, SCL
supports the interaction and collaboration between them. The result, according
to McCombs and Whistler (1997), is that SCL is promoted as giving the learner
the feeling of being appreciated, acknowledged, respected and valued. In
summary, it can be claimed that tutors’ implementation of SCL is assumed to

support students' engagement and motivation in their online study.
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In summary, SCL can be defined as a practice derived from pedagogy where
students are active, autonomous and collaborative. Students take responsibility
for their learning, setting goals and objectives, and managing and assessing
their own learning activities. More insights on defining SCL are highlighted in
Chapter 3 (Section 3.1.2).

1.3 The Author’s Personal Motivation to Conduct this

Research

This thesis focuses on an area of research of which | have always been
interested, which is how the quality of OL can be improved. | started my
journey with my Master's thesis, which investigated how interactivity can lead
to reducing the high drop-out rate in OL and increasing capacity of OL to cover
a greater range of disciplines. The final recommendation of the Master's thesis

addressed the issue of further research on tutors’ perceptions of SCL.

The reason behind this recommendation is that, according to Blass and Davis
(2003), in the past tutors controlled the pace, place, time and style of
presentation and interaction in OL. Over time, the control of these elements
has shifted more and more to the student. Lynch et al . (1997) argued this
claim, and explained clearly that tutors resist SCL as they see this approach as
a breakdown of their power over students. However, the word ‘past’, according
to Blass and Davis (2003), is arguable as this is still presently the case (Ismail,

2011), as explained in the following paragraph.

In the case of my Master's thesis in 2011, one of the research questions was
centred on investigating what interactivity means for tutors in the context of
OL. According to Shedroff (1999), SCL is one of the elements in delivering
interactive OL, where learners create their learning from their own dynamic
experience whilst collaborating with peers to share their experience.
Consequently, one of the sub-questions in the questionnaire examined tutors’
perceptions of the student-centred approach in the context of OL learning.
Respondents’ answers showed it was statistically significant that 26% of tutors
disagree with a student-centred approach in OL. Although the total number of

respondents was relatively small (30 tutors), the response is certainly worth
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investigating to identify reasons behind tutors’ disagreement to adopt SCL in

their teaching practices.

1.4 The Research Problem

This section considers three challenges that are expected to be investigated in
this research. Firstly, challenges and constraints that online tutors in Egypt are
likely to be confronted; secondly, the vagueness in identifying SCL; and thirdly,

tutors’ resistance to SCL.

This research was conducted in the context of Higher Education (HE) in Egypt
with academic tutors and professors as participants. There are many
challenges facing the Egyptian HE learning environment, including large class
size, and low wages, all of which lead to poor tutor training and development
(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO),
2012). Such factors lead to a certain method for teaching, which is based on
memorising material (Richardson, Finholt-Daniel, Sales and Flora, 2012).
Regarding OL in Egypt, according to Hyde (2013), OL is still in its infancy, with
more need for effective CPD to be provided by academic institutions. Moreover,
tutors are required to incorporate technology in learning. Consequently, more
educational programmes are needed to be geared towards preparing future
tutors, in order to deliver technology-rich experiences throughout all aspects

of training.

The second research problem has been explained by O’Neill and McMahon
(2005), who stated that the multiple concepts used in connection with SCL can
mean different things to different people. Curaj et al . (2012) confirmed that
despite popularity of SCL, it remains a notoriously vague notion, thus causing
various difficulties in its implementation. Additionally, this is expected to lead
to misinterpreting SCL and contra-indications of it. In other words, SCL

remains a debated concept with no clear definition available.

The third problem is expected to be related to the tutors themselves.
According to Curaj et al. (2012), one of the reasons why SCL is not fully
implemented in learning is because of tutors’ resistance to SCL. Lynch et al .

(1997) explained the reason behind this resistance is that they see this
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approach as a breakdown in their power over their students. In the author’s

view, investigating this resistance is key to this research.

1.5 Research Aims

The main aims of this research are summarised as follows:

1 To investigate Egyptian tutors’ understanding and perceptions of SCL in

OL as a concept
1 To examine the factors that influence these perceptions

1 To identify the affordances/challenges that confront tutors in the

implementation of SCL

1 To investigate if implementing SCL requires a model of pedagogical

approaches

1.6 Research Questions

This qualitative research examines the following questions:
Main Research Question:

1. How do Egyptian tutors perceive SCL as an approach in the OL

environment, and what factors influence this?

Subordinate Research Questions:

a. What is tutors’ understanding of SCL?

b. How do tutors consider the differences between the SCL model in OL,
compared with the face-to face learning environment?

c. What are tutors’ beliefs about the relationship between the tutor and the
student?

d. How are tutors provided with professional training and development to
implement SCL?

e. What are the affordances/constraints of using SCL in OL in Egyptian
Higher Education?

10
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f. Does implementing SCL require a different model of pedagogical

repertoire?

1.7 Beneficiaries of Research

SCL offers benefits to: educational institutions; students and staff; higher
education staff unions; and society as a whole (ESU, 2010). The following
section highlights the benefits of this research on three scales: learners; tutors;

academic institutions; and the community.

1.7.1 Benefits for Learners

In this section, the benefits of SCL for learners are discussed with regard to
collaboration, knowledge retention, independence and flexibility, respectively.
SCL, as a model of learning, places emphasis on learners’ individuality and
independence. It allows learners to identify their own learning needs and
accordingly to construct knowledge based on those needs (McCombs and
Whistler, 1997). This autonomous learning benefits learners as it generates
collaboration between tutors and learners, thus encouraging enjoyment in the
learning process (Bart, 2010). As a result, students may also be encouraged to
continue their online courses. According to Smith (2006), SCL can help to a

great deal in resolving the problem of the high drop-out rate in OL.

Another benefit of SCL is that SCL learners have high knowledge retention.
According to Burnard (1999), SCL is an active and participatory learning
process, as it is demonstrated in the learning pyramid (Figure 1-3). The
learning pyramid indicates that the passive method of teaching ends with a
lower rate of knowledge retention, compared with high retention of knowledge

for the active methods of teaching (SCL is one of them).

11


http://www.aishe.org/readings/2005-1/oneill-mcmahon-Tues_19th_Oct_SCL.html#XBurnard1999
http://www.aishe.org/readings/2005-1/oneill-mcmahon-Tues_19th_Oct_SCL.html#XBurnard1999

Chapter 1: Introduction

5% y
? Average Learning

Retention Rates

Audio Visual 20%

Traditional Passive

Differentiated Active

Figurel-3: Learning pyramid from, Francis, 2011 (adapted from National

Training Laboratories, 1997)

According to Carlile and Jordan (2005), SCL is independent learning that is
expected to improve the learning experience. In the future, this independence
will enable the learner to work effectively in group and to gain skills other than
learning, such as team work, active communicating, critical thinking and better
written and verbal communication. Taylor (2000) focused on identifying SCL as
flexible learning, which can provide learners with different methods for
learning, i.e. audio and visual learning. Referring to SCL definitions in literature
such as Carlile and Jordan (2005) and Taylor (2000) and figure 1-3, it can be
concluded that SCL helps the students to make the shift from passive to active

in their learning.

1.7.2 Benefits for Tutors

The benefits of applying SCL for tutors can serve their work from three
different angles: firstly, by considering the improvement to teaching practices;

secondly, by looking at facilitating working conditions for tutors; thirdly, by

12
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embedding tutor-student collaborative work that is suggested as being

augmented through SCL.

According to Scott (2008), SCL places emphasis on learners’ critical thinking. It

encourages students to reason, question, draw connections, frame problems

_ )

tutor
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tutor
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