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Abstract 
 The increasing gap between the demand and supply of graduates 
with high-level qualifications, i.e. tertiary attainment levels, has been a 
central driver for curricular higher education reforms in Europe. In the last 
decade, the Bologna Process has established curricular reforms; however, 
progress toward the implementation of the pedagogical concept of student-
centred learning in European higher education has been rather slow. This 
paper reviews the current educational policy context within which European 
higher education institutions operate. Societal developments and trends as 
well as curricular reform efforts to facilitate a paradigm and culture shift 
from teacher-centred learning to student-centred learning are discussed. The 
paper further outlines major obstacles from the perspectives of faculty and 
students that continue to hinder the successful and widespread 
implementation of a student-centred learning approach in higher education 
practice.  
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Introduction: 
 After a decade of structural and ongoing curricular reforms, the 
Bologna Process has brought about dramatic changes. Progress has been 
made in all of the three original Bologna reform areas: the three-cycle system 
(bachelor/master/doctorate) and higher quality standards are meanwhile the 
norm across Europe, while a smooth and fair recognition of qualifications 
and periods of study is implemented to varying degrees (see also Bologna 
Declaration, 1999; Eurydice, 2012). Yet, a systematic implementation within 
higher education institutions (HEIs) with adequate stakeholder involvement 
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(e.g., instructors, students, employers) remains a key challenge (Crosier & 
Parveva, 2013).  

For the second Bologna decade up to 2020, student-centred learning 
(SCL) and the teaching mission of higher education have been identified as 
higher education priority areas by the ministers responsible for higher 
education in the countries participating in the Bologna Process 
(Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué, 2009). In order for European HEIs 
to become more student-centred learning environments (SCLEs), a paradigm 
and culture shift from teacher-centred learning and instruction (input focus) 
in which faculty members transmit knowledge to students, to student-centred 
learning and instruction (outcome-based learning) in which universities 
produce learning through student discovery and the construction of 
knowledge is necessary (Barr & Tagg, 1995). Such a cultural shift from 
teacher to student would more likely allow HEIs to provide quality higher 
education for all, enhance graduate employability, and make the European 
system of higher education compete with some of the best performing 
education systems in the world such as the United States’ and Canada’s 
(ARWU, 2014; THES, 2014).  

There is broad consensus that SCL is rooted in a constructivist view of 
learning and instruction that puts the student at the heart of the learning 
process. Core values and assumptions of SCL are: centrality of the learner in 
defining meaning, scaffolded participation in authentic tasks and 
sociocultural practices, importance of prior and everyday experiences in 
meaning construction, and access to multiple perspectives, resources, and 
representations (Land, Hannafin & Oliver, 2012). SCL unfolds a broad 
spectrum of participation-oriented practices that engage individuals in 
learning deeply. These practices emphasize positive and supportive student-
teacher relationships, which enable students to persist and succeed in 
academic environments that are challenging, relevant, collaborative, student-
directed, and applied to real-life situations (e.g., Autor, in print; Dubs, 2013; 
European Students’ Union [ESU], 2015; Friedlaender et al., 2014; Land et 
al., 2012; Stanford Center for Opportunity Policy in Education [SCOPE], 
American Institutes for Research [AIR] & Education Connection, 2015). So 
far, progress towards the implementation of the pedagogical concept of SCL 
in European higher education has been rather slow because structural 
changes have to be implemented first in a systematic manner to pave the way 
(e.g., Eurydice, 2012; ESU, 2015). 

This paper lays out societal developments and trends that impact the 
demand and supply of higher education graduates. The humanistic vision of 
the Bologna Process, the pedagogical concept of SCL and areas for student-
centred curriculum reforms are outlined. After that, obstacles to the 
implementation of a student-centred approach in higher education practice 
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are discussed before conclusions are drawn for the higher education policy 
context. 
 
Societal developments and trends in Europe 

The European Commission has repeatedly emphasised the European 
HEIs’ role in producing a higher number of graduates to secure a better 
match between the future demand and supply of people with high-level 
qualifications and to leverage the positive effects of high education 
attainment on employment rates and economic performance and 
consequently, competitiveness. The following societal developments and 
trends impact the demand and supply of higher education graduates and have 
to be taken into account if European HEIs are to widen access to non-
traditional learners, improve completion rates and reduce the time required to 
complete a degree programme. 
• Europe’s society will continue to age as a result of low fertility and an 

ongoing reduction of adult mortality. Population projection trends 
suggest that demographic changes lead to a higher proportion of elderly 
people (60 years old and over) and a shrinking labour force (15–59 year 
olds). The share of people older than 60 years has tripled from 94 million 
(1950) to 287 million (2013) and will increase further in the coming 
decades, reaching 417 million in 2050 (United Nations, 2013). The 
number of young people in Europe has declined steadily between 1990 
and 2009. In 1990 about 200 million people in the EU were under 30 
years old as compared to 172 million in 2009 (35% of the total 
population in the EU-27). EU population projections indicate a further 
decline until 2020 with about 165 million people under 30 years old 
(European Commission, 2011a).  

• In 2012, the rate of early school leavers in education and training 
(population aged 18–24 years with at most lower secondary education) in 
Europe was 12.7% (about one in eight young people) – showing a slight 
decrease from the previous year, when it was 13.4%. Males as well as the 
foreign-born population are at higher risk of being early school leavers as 
compared to their respective counterparts (European Commission, 2013). 
Moreover, by 2013 about 65% of young people (aged 20–24 with 
females outperforming males) of the EU28-population had completed 
upper secondary level and postsecondary non-tertiary education, well 
short of the Education and Training 2010 benchmark of at least 85% of 
young people that should have completed upper secondary education 
(European Commission, 2011a; Eurostat, n.d.). 

• The tertiary education participation rate of students studying in the 
EU27 increased by 22.3% to reach over 19.4 million between 2000 and 
2009, an average annual growth rate of 2.3% per year (European 
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Commission, 2011b). In 2013, there were 19.6 million tertiary students 
in the EU-28 (Eurostat, n.d.). Enrolment in tertiary education for the 18–
34 years old increased by a third between 1999 and 2009 across all 47 
EHEA (European Higher Education Area) countries, reflecting the 
continuing move towards the “massification” of higher education, 
although the growth in participation rates was uneven across countries 
(Eurydice, 2012). 

• The total number of graduates in the EU28 has reached 37.9% of 
individuals aged 30 to 34 in 2014, compared to 32.3% in 2009 and 23.6% 
in 2002 with a significant gender difference in favour of women. 
Approximately 4.8 million students graduated from tertiary education 
institutions in the EU-28 in 2013 (European Commission, 2013; Eurostat, 
n.d.; Eurydice, 2013). On average nearly a third of tertiary students fail to 
successfully complete their programme. While low completion rates can 
have several reasons (e.g., lack of individual resources, wrong 
subject/programme choice, attractive employment opportunities), they 
may also indicate that higher education is not meeting the needs of a 
diverse student population, has process inefficiencies and lacks a student-
centred approach in designing and delivering programmes (NESET, 
2013; OECD, 2014). 

• Heterogeneous student body: Despite a substantial expansion of the 
European higher education system in the past, non-traditional learners 
(e.g., adult learners, students with disabilities, students from lower socio-
economic groups, children of immigrants, older learners, part-time 
students) continue to be under-represented in universities (European 
Commission, 2011b; Van Vught, 2009). It has been suggested that to 
widen participation and to allow for lifelong learning and social 
cohesion, European HEIs have to open up to other types of learning and 
learners, diversify their education programmes, allow for alternative 
access routes to higher education and for the possibility to obtain 
qualifications through lifelong learning (Eurydice, 2013). 

• Changing skill demands: The demand for manual labour and basic 
cognitive skills is declining, while there is an increasing demand for a 
more educated labour force with complex communication and advanced 
analytical skills. The overall demand for people with high-level 
qualifications is projected to rise by 13.5 million, while the demand for 
medium-level qualifications is projected to rise by around 5 million. The 
demand for people with low-level, or no qualifications is expected to 
decrease by around 10 million (Cedefop, 2012). It is projected that in 
2025 around 44.1% of employed people will be in a highly-skilled job, 
compared to 36.5% in 2000 (Cedefop, 2013). Against this background, 
the European Commission (2013) has emphasised the education 
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institutions’ responsibility for delivering higher education reforms in 
order to unleash the enormous potential of European universities so that 
they can fulfil their important educational roles in today’s knowledge 
society and economy. 

 
Curriculum reform: Student-centred learning and the Bologna Process 
 In their policy reports and proposals, higher education policy makers 
such as the European Commission (2008a, p. 4) submit that “traditional 
teaching approaches based on direct instruction or lecturing are no longer 
adequate” and that they have to be “replaced by more learner-focused 
models that are based on the learner’s active involvement in the process of 
reflection and interpretation”. In their meeting in Bucharest in 2012, the 
ministers set out the following priority for 2012–2015: “Establish conditions 
that foster student-centred learning, innovative teaching methods and a 
supportive and inspiring working and learning environment” (Bucharest 
Communiqué, 2012, p. 5).  

The Bologna Process has entered a more in-depth consolidation and 
operationalisation phase with the second decade. However, both the interest 
in and implementation of the Bologna Process seem to have stagnated for the 
past few years; participants of the latest bi-annual meeting of the Bologna 
Follow-up Group in Athens in 2014 have underscored the need to rethink 
and improve the Bologna Process in order to adequately address the quantity 
and quality of higher education graduates. The priority to enhance the quality 
and relevance of learning and teaching was reiterated in the Yerevan 
Communiqué (2015, p. 2): “We will encourage and support higher education 
institutions and staff in promoting pedagogical innovation in student-centred 
learning environments (...)”. 

This section focuses on curriculum reform in general (Bologna Process) 
and on the pedagogical concept of SCL in higher education in particular. 
Below, the humanistic vision of the Bologna Process and characteristics of 
the pedagogical concept of SCL as outlined in policy proposals are 
introduced. After that, four areas for student-centred curriculum reforms are 
extracted based on the literature review in order to facilitate the 
implementation of SCLEs. 

 
The humanistic vision of the Bologna Process 
 Higher education is considered to be a public good and responsibility 
in the European Higher Education Area (Bucharest Communiqué, 2012). 
The kind of higher education offered today will largely determine the kind of 
society that will exist tomorrow, i.e., what an “educated person” knows, is 
able to do and what values guide her/him (Bergan, 2006). A broad 
humanistic vision indicates that higher education is more than an instrument 
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for employability and has a twofold social and economic role to play in the 
knowledge society and economy of the 21st century: preparing a diversity of 
students for their professional life and fostering their personal development 
for better lives and active citizenship in democratic societies (Council of the 
European Union, 2009). Four major purposes of higher education can be 
identified in order for HEIs to provide lifelong access to learning that 
supports the professional and personal objectives of a diversity of learners 
(Bergan, 2006). 
 Preparation for the labour market is the purpose that has been most 

dominant in public discourse on education and many discussions have 
been framed in economistic and employability terms (e.g., World Bank, 
OECD). Employers argue that many current European education systems 
do not provide students with sufficient preparation for the labour market. 
HEIs can provide their graduates with a good balance of subject specific 
and transversal competences and with opportunities to update these 
competences continuously to adapt to societal changes.   

 Preparation for life as active citizens in a democratic society: democracy 
depends on the active participation of educated citizens. Education at all 
levels plays a pivotal role in developing a democratic culture and 
equipping all members of society with knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
values so that they are able to actively participate in a democratic society. 
HEIs can contribute to develop a democratic culture through their 
educational practice, their extracurricular activities and through how they 
act as institutions. 

 Developing and maintaining a broad, advanced knowledge base: this 
aspect was especially addressed by the Berlin Communiqué. Knowledge 
has to be both advanced and broad as the knowledge base that is needed 
in the future is not yet known. Maintaining and developing advanced 
knowledge from basic and applied research in a broad variety of 
disciplines as well as the facilitation of knowledge construction and skills 
in the context of scientific research training (e.g., doctoral studies), are 
core tasks of HEIs in this regard.   

 Personal development: choosing a study programme according to one’s 
interests, intellectual curiosity and the desire to learn are important 
intrinsic motivating factors that contribute to lifelong personal 
development. A holistic education aims to educate informed citizens who 
play an active role in shaping their social and economic environment. 
Bergan (2006, p. 13) points out that this aspect of higher education has 
not been explicitly addressed in the context of the Bologna Process; 
however, is crucial for the humanistic vision underlying the Bologna 
Process. 
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 In a nutshell, a more holistic higher education “should include 
sustainable employment, but it should also extend to citizenship, personal 
development and our collective knowledge base” (Bergan, 2006, p. 20; 
Bologna Working Group on Qualifications Frame- works, 2005). 
 
The pedagogical concept of student-centred learning 
 SCL has increased in prominence at the European level over the past 
decade when the importance of the teaching mission of higher education was 
repeatedly underlined (Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué, 2009; 
Bucharest Communiqué, 2012; Yerevan Communiqué, 2015). The 
pedagogical concept of SCL aims to help students to “develop the 
competences they need in a changing labour market and will empower them 
to become active and responsible citizens” (Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve 
Communiqué, 2009, p. 1). Hence, curriculum reforms that promote SCL 
entail a curricular and pedagogical renewal and mean “that the teacher’s role 
should shift from imparting knowledge to guiding the student in his or her 
own learning” (EU-High Level Group, 2013, p. 40). A cultural shift from an 
input-focused teaching paradigm to an outcome-based learning paradigm 
changes the roles of teachers and learners and has important implications for 
the design of learning environments (European University Association 
[EUA], 2010). Student-centred approaches place students at the centre of 
their design, implementation and quality assurance and consider students as 
“partners actively engaged in the development of their university’s approach 
to learning” (Million+ group of post-92 institutions, 2012, p. 6). SCL 
conveys the notion of students as constructivist learners and active 
participants with shared responsibilities for outcomes (EUA, 2010). 

In the context of the Bologna Process, SCL is commonly characterised as 
follows (EUA, 2010, pp. 31–32):  
• Shift in focus from the teacher and what is taught, to the learner and what 

is learned; 
• Different relationship between teacher and learner with the responsibility 

for learning being shared and the learning being ‘negotiated;’ the teacher 
becomes a facilitator; 

• Students’ particular backgrounds, experiences, perceptual frameworks, 
learning style and needs are taken into account; 

• The learners ‘construct’ their own meaning by proactive learning, 
discovery and reflection. The teacher builds critical thinking as part of 
the learning process; 

• There is often a stress on interdisciplinarity with the goal of attaining 
higher level, generic skills and knowledge; 

• The learner is involved in determining what is learned; 
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• The learning process is not just or primarily about transfer and restitution 
of knowledge, but about deeper understanding and critical thinking (e.g., 
an understanding of the parameters and the provisional nature of 
knowledge). SCL is focused on outcomes, rather than inputs; 

• Assessment is generally formative, and feedback continuous; 
• A student-centred approach makes it easier to develop blended teaching 

models and to recognize prior learning, thus benefiting both traditional 
and non-traditional learners and providing the flexibility to learn 
throughout life. 

 Although the Bologna tools (e.g., course credits, modularisation, 
learning outcomes) and instruments (e.g., qualifications frameworks, quality 
assurance) are mostly, formally in place, the progress towards the 
pedagogical concept of SCL in a lifelong perspective has been slow so far 
because the new degree structure and the supporting tools had to be 
implemented first and their successful implementation depends on using 
them in a systematic way (e.g., Eurydice, 2013; ESU, 2015). 
 
Areas for student-centred curriculum reforms in higher education 
 The implementation of the Bologna Process has shown that higher 
education curricula often lag behind the changing needs of individuals, 
society and the economy (EUA, 2010). The following four extracted 
curricular reform areas have repeatedly emerged in the context of the 
political discussion surrounding the implementation of the pedagogical 
concept of SCL in higher education. It is proposed that these areas need to be 
taken into consideration by curriculum developers, administrators and 
managers alike to improve the quality of learning and instruction in HEIs. 

High-level learning outcomes: Higher education has to ensure that 
graduates with the right level of knowledge and skills leave tertiary 
education. HEIs have to equip students with high-level subject-specific know 
how as well as transversal competences and skills such as problem solving, 
teamwork and self-regulated learning. The ability to apply knowledge and 
skills flexibly in diverse contexts (adaptive expertise) is of utmost 
importance in today’s knowledge society and economy (De Corte, 2013). 
Thereby, reformulating study programmes in terms of learning outcomes, 
that is “what a learner knows, understands and is able to do on completion of 
a learning process” (European Commission, 2008b, p. 11), represents a 
major cultural shift. Learning outcomes can help students to manage their 
course expectations and studies better and provide employers with a better 
understanding of graduates’ knowledge and skills (Bologna Working Group 
on Qualifications Frameworks, 2005; ESU, 2015). 

Innovative (student-centred) teaching and learning methods: To provide 
quality education to students and to combat dropout rates, adequate teaching 
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and learning as well as assessment methods are required in higher education 
(European Council and Commission, 2010). The Council of the European 
Union therefore supports “the adoption of student-centred approaches to 
teaching and learning, acknowledging the needs of a diverse student body 
and promoting a greater variety of study modes” (2011, p. 7). A student-
centred approach goes along with empowering learners, applying effective 
teaching and learning methods (e.g., problem-based learning), using new 
information technologies thoughtfully and offering tailored support and 
guidance structures (European Students’ Union [ESU] & Education 
International [EI], 2010a, b). 

Measures of professional faculty development together with academic 
counseling facilities and accessible management information systems are 
crucial for the successful implementation of a SCL approach. Academic 
development programmes can help new and experienced instructors to adopt 
SCL approaches that are different from what they themselves experienced as 
students and assist them in developing new teaching and learning resources. 
Thereby instructors themselves should be trained in a way that is student-
centred so that they can experience this pedagogical approach as learners and 
reflect on their experiences before they implement this approach in their 
courses. HEIs can improve their faculty services by collaborating with 
instructors who are willing to develop their pedagogical (content) knowledge 
and skills and to experiment with new teaching methods, fine-tune them over 
time and create a forum for instructors to share their concerns, good 
practices, problems experienced and solutions applied (e.g., ESU and EI, 
2010a, b; ESU, 2015). 

Student support services involving guidance and counseling have been 
underemphasised by policy makers so far. Yet, a coherent institutional offer 
of student services during the pre-admission phase, study phase and end of 
study phase is crucial to cater to an increasingly diversified student body if 
learning is to become more modularised, flexible and personalised (ESU, 
2010; EUA, 2010). Counseling and tutoring provisions can help potential 
and current students to deal with the challenges that an institutional shift to 
SCL entails (e.g., communicating the benefits of the educational reform). 
Learning centers can offer (extra-) curricular courses that foster the 
development of self-regulated learning of students. In this way student 
services can help to widen access, improve student retention, prepare 
students for employment and support students’ entry into the labour market 
(EUA, 2010, 2015). In addition, libraries can provide “multiple places and 
spaces for learning for students with the highest possible degree of access to 
information and interaction with others.” (ESU & EI, 2010a, p. 44) The 
availability of new technologies on campus provides added flexibility to 
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where and how learning can take place and can enhance students’ learning 
experiences (ESU & EI, 2010a). 

So far, European HEIs have put structures and various tools and 
instruments in place to improve the quality of their programmes. However, 
HEIs still face major obstacles to the implementation of a student-centred 
approach in higher education practice. SCL requires first and foremost a 
change in mindset and behaviour on the part of the students and the 
instructors who are the ones who have to enact the SCL approach in their 
respective classrooms (e.g., ESU & EI, 2010b). 
 
Obstacles to the implementation of a student-centred approach in higher 
education practice: Faculty’s perspectives 
 Instructors, the main group responsible for designing and bringing to 
life SCL in their respective classrooms, are important drivers for change. 
Instructional reforms have to begin with faculty members’ efforts to change 
with the coordinated help of students, faculty developers, academic 
administrators, and education researchers. Yet, faculty members are often 
reluctant to embrace calls for educational reforms. Brickner (1995, cited in 
Ertmer, 1999, p. 48) distinguishes between (1) first-order barriers to change, 
that is barriers to incremental adjustments of the current practice (e.g., 
extrinsic factors such as insufficient time to plan instruction, inadequate 
support), and (2) second-order barriers to change, that is, intrinsic factors that 
include beliefs about learning and teaching, established classroom practices 
and unwillingness to change. Provisions to implement a student-centred 
approach can be undermined by these barriers. 
 
First-order barriers to change 
 First-order barriers to change are especially visible in times of 
deteriorating conditions for academic work. The capacity saturation of 
European universities and the student- instructor ratio are already 
problematic because of rising enrolment rates. Due to the massification of 
higher education, academics face an increase in general workload, 
particularly bureaucratic tasks and teaching workloads, while tertiary 
investment and job security decrease at the same time (Jones, 2006). In 
addition, a trend towards more business-like structures in higher education 
seems to be accompanied by an erosion of academic freedom for faculty in 
terms of curricula, teaching, assessment and research topics that hinders 
change efforts (e.g., EI, 2010; ESU & EI, 2010b). 

Implementing SCL may not be economical in larger university courses. 
Potential difficulties of using active forms of learning such as blended 
learning or small-group work in large classes include limited class time, a 
possible increase in class preparation time, an inadequate physical 
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environment (e.g., lecture halls), and a lack of required materials, equipment 
and resources (Bonwell & Eison, 1991; EUA, 2010). The teaching 
workloads of faculty are already demanding and redesigning courses in line 
with a student-centred approach requires faculty development and a 
considerable amount of time and effort on the part of the instructors as well 
as faculty support (e.g., grading) (ESU & EI, 2010b). 

Moreover, current recruitment and promotion policies favour research 
productivity over teaching quality. Thus, devoting time to student-centred 
teaching methods may be inhibited due to a higher interest in research than 
in teaching and is unlikely to be seen as a high priority by faculty given that 
achievements in research are of greater importance in terms of an academic 
career (Lea, Stephenson & Troy, 2003). Teaching in a new way would 
require faculty to focus more on teaching, further their pedagogical (content) 
knowledge and, at the same time, fulfil the requirements to pursue a research 
career. In order to emphasise the importance of the teaching mission of HEIs, 
career structures would have to provide more opportunities for faculty to 
develop as teachers and give proper due to achievements in teaching (e.g., 
teaching awards, funding). 
 
Second-order barriers to change 
 The motivation, time and energy of faculty to develop new curricula 
and further their teaching skills to deliver high-quality teaching may be 
rather limited. Resistance to instructional change can stem from faculty 
beliefs with regard to teaching and learning along with a certain 
understanding of their role as well as discomfort and anxiety created by 
change (Bonwell & Eison, 1991). Prosser and Trigwell (1999) submit that 
instructors with teacher-focused conceptions of teaching hold quite different 
views about student learning as compared to instructors with student-focused 
conceptions of teaching. Research on teacher training has shown that 
instructors’ belief systems about the processes of learning and instruction 
and about the role that students play in these processes are crucial with 
regard to their teaching practice and the implementation of reforms. 
Instructors have considerable freedom in choosing the pedagogical approach 
they apply and whether or not and to which degree they integrate reform 
initiatives such as new instructional methods into their classroom practice – 
their personal beliefs therefore constitute a major influence (e.g., Baumert & 
Kunter, 2006; Pauli & Reusser, 2011; Turner, Christensen & Meyer, 2009).  

In the light of a strong tradition of telling as teaching, a move toward 
more student-centred approaches in higher education involves the risk that 
students will not participate or learn sufficient content, that faculty lose some 
of their control and are criticized by colleagues or administrators for teaching 
in alternative ways, or receive poor end-of-term appraisals by students 
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(Bonwell & Eison, 1991). Changes associated with adopting instructional 
methods that emphasise student participation can seem frightening to 
instructors familiar with direct instruction due to a lack of knowledge about 
and experience with student-centred approaches. They might feel intimidated 
by the challenges of learning new teaching methods and may fear that they 
devote too much time to teaching which reduces the time they have for 
research and/or their credibility as researchers and – so far – successful 
instructors (Handelsman et al., 2004). The high average age of the current 
teaching staff can further lead to senior faculty members transferring 
significant levels of responsibility for teaching to younger staff members 
resulting in senior faculty growing more and more distant from students 
(EUA, 2010).  

Designing SCLEs requires pedagogical (content) knowledge in addition 
to subject matter knowledge to provide students with tailored help to learn. 
Faculty might be overwhelmed by the challenges that developing student-
centred curricula and teaching methods pose and lack the necessary 
pedagogical (content) knowledge (e.g., to provide just-in-time guidance for 
both individual students and the whole class toward deep learning) (Geven & 
Attard, 2012). HEIs and faculty alike may fail to realise the necessity to 
upgrade instructors’ pedagogical skills on a regular basis. Finally, faculty 
members are often unaware of education research on the effectiveness of 
SCL and teaching, or they distrust or dismiss such research due to different 
epistemological assumptions or conflicting research results. 

 
Obstacles to the implementation of a student-centred approach in higher 
education practice: Students’ perspectives 
 Students’ expectations as well as their perceptions of the learning and 
teaching context have to be taken into account as important yardsticks in the 
development of SCLEs (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999). 
SCL might fail to meet students’ expectations of higher education with the 
instructor as knowledge transmitter or “the sage on the stage”. Students are 
more used to teacher-focused approaches and often lack familiarity with the 
term SCL and thus, may reject the student-centred approach as frightening. 
Student perceptions of SCL can vary greatly across and within HEIs and 
depend on diverse factors such as personal preferences, the subject matter, 
capabilities and prior experiences (ESU & EI, 2010b). Prior bad experiences 
with methods associated with SCL such as group work or project work can 
result in student resistance to student-centred approaches. Students may feel 
anxious in terms of what is expected from them, lack motivation or fear that 
they are being left to themselves without much guidance from the instructor. 
Students have to gradually be prepared to take greater responsibility for their 
own learning with the instructor discussing with them the theoretical ideas 
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and practical implications of implementing SCL to help them understand the 
benefits of this approach (e.g., Lea et al., 2003). 

Student motivation and interest are also relevant to a student-centred 
pedagogical practice since motivational and emotional factors influence 
students’ engagement in cognitive learning activities. Research shows that 
students’ psychological needs such as perceived autonomy, competence and 
social relatedness are important factors that have to be accounted for as they 
influence the learning process greatly (Ryan & Deci, 2002). The opportunity 
to formulate meaningful personal learning objectives and the flexibility to 
pursue different learning paths are ways to engage students in deep learning 
processes (Boekaerts, 2003; Maclellan, 2008; Pintrich and Schunk, 2002).  

In addition, research indicates that students conceptions of learning are 
highly relevant to the effectiveness of learning environments insofar as 
surface learners prefer to be told what to do and what to think, whereas deep 
learners are primarily concerned with understanding, for example (Entwistle 
& Peterson, 2004; Marton, Hounsell & Entwistle, 1997; Ramsden, 2003; 
Richardson, 2011). 

Moreover, the acquisition of transferable skills such as learning skills and 
problem-solving skills are crucial for students to become self-regulated 
learners and problem solvers (Author, 2010). Instructors can help students to 
acquire these skills by offering them a variety of cognitively activating 
learning activities and new forms of assessment (e.g., portfolios, peer- and 
self-assessment) in the context of a rich SCLE that enables students to 
practice self-regulation and often includes the use of new technologies to 
facilitate communication and collaboration.  
 
Conclusion: SCL and European higher education policy  
 The previous discussion stresses that HEIs have to further increase 
and widen participation and graduation rates (i.e., access and success in 
higher education) by attracting more students from both traditional and 
nontraditional backgrounds. Major European reform initiatives such as the 
Bologna Process have developed framework conditions that are designed to 
promote quality higher education (e.g., three-cycle degree structure, learning 
outcomes, qualifications frameworks). So far, progress towards the 
implementation of the pedagogical concept of SCL has been rather slow 
because structural changes have to be implemented first in a systematic 
manner to pave the way. 

Apart from that, HEIs are confronted with diverse implementation 
obstacles that result from inadequate stakeholder involvement, insufficient 
funding, deteriorating working conditions for academics, rigid career 
structures, entrenched values and beliefs and academic traditions, as well as 
from students’ teacher-centred expectations and conceptions of learning, 
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among others. Overall, the enormous potential of European HEIs to fulfil 
their crucial role in developing a collective knowledge base, equipping 
students for their professional life, fostering their personal development for a 
better life, and preparing them for active citizenship in democratic societies 
in the knowledge society and economy of the 21st century is not fully 
harnessed. 

The ministers in their Bucharest and Yerevan Communiqués 
recommitted to step up efforts already under way to “promote student-
centred learning in higher education, characterised by innovative methods of 
teaching that involve students as active participants in their own learning” 
(Bucharest Communiqué, 2012, p. 2) and they stressed their willingness to 
work together with institutions, students and faculty to facilitate a supportive 
and inspiring working and learning environment. This paper proposes that 
HEIs have to continue to engage in curricular and pedagogical renewal to 
ensure that not only more graduates, but graduates with the right level of 
subject-based know how and transversal competences and skills leave 
tertiary education. 

In focusing on curriculum reform to promote the implementation of the 
pedagogical concept of SCL in European higher education, this paper has 
carved out four areas that are of particular relevance for curriculum reform: 
high-level learning outcomes, innovative (student-centred) teaching and 
learning methods, professional faculty development and support, and student 
support services. HEIs have to take these curricular reform areas as well as 
potential obstacles from the faculty’s and students’ perspectives into account 
in order to further improve the quality of higher education learning and 
instruction. 
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