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Reflections on Student-Centered Teaching 
 

(First published in the Summer 2021 Issue of Canadian Teacher) 
 

“Do not train a child to learn by force or harshness;  
direct them to it by what amuses their minds, so that you may be better able to discover with 

accuracy the peculiar bent of the genius of each.” - Plato 
 

“To be loved, be loveable.” – Ovid 
 

“Be kind wherever possible; it is always possible.” – The Dalai Lama 
 

 
 

I have spent most of my professional life as a classroom teacher, and I have loved it more than 

anything else I have done. Classroom teachers have the opportunity to touch and transform the 

lives of our students in so many positive ways that carry on far beyond the short time we spend 

with them. For the past 35 years, I have been privileged to hold that all-important spot at the 

front of the classroom.  But, I almost quit teaching during my first practicum as a student teacher. 

 

The cooperating teacher who had been assigned to me in this practicum was a young, 

enthusiastic, and effective teacher—but he was not popular with his students.  He would use 

intimidating and often humiliating methods to maintain classroom discipline and learning. I 

remember sitting in the back of his room during the standard observational period for new 

teachers. Whenever a student stepped out of his behaviour standards, his response was lightning 

fast with cartoon-like death rays coming from his eyes and loud, aggressive verbalizations of 

reproach. Once the altercation was over, he would turn his back to the class and continue his 

work on the blackboard. Inevitably, students would give him the finger or some other such 

jeering responses that he could not see. 
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When I took over his class as required and tried to mimic his style/methods, it was a disaster. I 

could not control the class as he had done. The students did not respond to my best efforts to 

maintain discipline as he had done; I went home dejected and depressed, feeling that teaching 

was not for me.  

 

Fortunately, I had a talk with one of my professors who told me that I had to give it another 

chance. He was a professor whom students liked, respected, and admired: this is to say he was a 

popular professor. This wonderful professor encouraged me to not lose faith in a method that he 

believed in and taught by example. He called this method, “Student-centered teaching.” He 

believed that teachers need to engage students in learning experiences that respect their point of 

view and individual differences.  

 

What this meant in his classroom was that I, like other students in his class, felt that this popular 

professor cared about me and my success and that he would never belittle me, ignore me, hurt 

me, scare me, or be indifferent to me. He would listen to me. I felt safe confiding in him. I would 

try my best not to let him down. So, I returned to finish my practicum which has led to 35 

wonderous years in the profession.  

 

I want to emphasize that my cooperating teacher was a good man and teacher. We got along 

great in spite of his methods and his desire to teach me how to use his forceful techniques in my 

teaching. He genuinely wanted me and his students to succeed, but he believed that the only way 

I could succeed in this tough business of teaching was to adopt and master his methods. These 

methods, as described above, can be labeled as “fear-based” or perhaps “teacher-centered” to 
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better illustrate the differences between this method that the one that I would later adopt and use 

throughout my career: “Student-centered teaching.” 

 

My cooperating teacher gave me complete control of his junior band classes, and as such, I got to 

teach them for the entire month of December and prepare them for the school Christmas concert. 

After a few rough spots, I started to get a feeling for the classroom and what it could be like. 

Before long, I started to love what I was doing—and most of all, love my students. They were all 

so unique and full of promise and life! They responded to me in a way that the fear-based teacher 

will never know. They loved me back. I will never forget that Christmas concert and what it felt 

like to see the look of accomplishment on the faces of my students. They had worked hard for 

this, and they played beautifully. Instead of leaping off the stage and back to their lives after our 

songs were done, they stayed on stage and gave me a standing ovation as I tried, but failed, to 

fight back my tears. 

 

At the time, I had no clear concept of why this had happened. Even now, it is difficult to explain. 

Love is the great intangible; the great spark of the divine in us all. It is like the wind that we 

cannot see; instead all we have to observe and feel is its effects, as it makes waves on the water 

or tussles our hair on a breezy day. I also know that “love” is a term with which many teachers 

may be uncomfortable. Nevertheless, I cannot think of a better term to describe my style of 

teaching. For me the term “love” encompasses everything that composes the affective domain of 

my student-centered philosophy of teaching: compassion, forgiveness, strength, commitment, 

kindness, caring, nurturing, happiness, emotional involvement, etc. 
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A short few months later, my first real teaching job was a grade eight home room with 42 

troublesome kids squished together. It was to be, and still is, the most difficult class I have ever 

had. I remember dealing with discipline multiple times per day at first, but things began to turn 

around as they realized that I cared about each of them and wanted them to succeed, but not 

through fear and intimidation. As horrible as it may sound to some today, violent strappings were 

still in regular use at this time in many schools and at this school. Yet, it was not the strap or a 

loud, deafening voice that brought this unbelievably difficult class under control; it was a caring, 

hard work, kindness, fairness, respect, and love. 

 

The principal of this school was a large, intimidating man who also was a good man/teacher, and 

we got along wonderfully. As with my first practicum teacher, he cared deeply about his students 

and school, but his method of teaching and managing his school was fear-based. When he 

walked down the hallways at noon, students shut up and behaved, but when they were behind his 

back, out came the familiar f-you fingers and sneers of derision.  

 

A couple of months into my first term, he called me into his office to congratulate me on my 

teaching and classroom management. He told me, “I don’t know how you are doing it, Marv, but 

keep it up.” At the time, I could not articulate why I was able to control this class as I had. All I 

knew was that I was working hard for them—harder than I had ever worked in my life! Yet, to 

see that spark of learning and transformation in their faces was a reward that made all my time 

and effort worthwhile. I loved it, and the harder I worked, the more I received.  
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After three years at that school, I had built a band program running from grade 7 to 12 and had a 

96% student participation rate. So, when I was leaving the school to go on to pursue graduate 

studies in education, our year-end concert was emotional. I remember how a group of nervous 

girls from my grade seven class came forward to present me with a gift they had purchased, but 

they were all crying too much to read the little speech they had prepared for me. I accepted the 

gift and through my own tears thanked them all for what they had given to me in our time 

together. I was honoured and privileged to teach such amazing and wonderful young people, so 

full of promise. I can never forget that day! 

 

The next part of my career was as an adult upgrading high school English teacher at a large 

college campus. One day in the staff room, one of my colleagues asked me, “How come you 

never have any problems with your students, Marv?” She was a teacher, like so many of my 

college-teaching colleagues, who always seemed to be in some type of conflict with students and 

would often have to bring in department chairs and other professionals such as counsellors to 

resolve the “student issues.” She genuinely cared about her students and was an effective teacher, 

but she taught with fear and respect in the forefront: as in, “How dare you question me?” and 

“Who has the degree? Me or you?” etc. She took both pleasure and pride in calling herself an 

“old battle axe.” Her love of the students and job were buried somehow in this persona that she 

cultivated. Being more confident in myself by this time, I told her all she needed to do was love 

the students. The conversation ended there, as she scoffed at me and turned away. 

 

It is not easy to be a caring and good teacher whether it is through battle-axe methods or through 

more student-centered methods. It is easier to not care so much. It is easier to blame the students 
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and not yourself for bad lessons and bad behaviour. Love is much harder than hate. Love 

requires time, kindness, attention, caring, giving, and forgiving. The good thing is that love is 

typically returned with interest, and if it isn’t, so what? As long as you don’t give up and let the 

students down and stay true and steady: after all, you are the teacher in this relationship. It is 

your duty, like the parent, to not be childish and revert to selfishness and self-pity. 

 

In every school there are always one or two popular teachers. I suggest that all of these teachers 

are student-centered teachers whether they use the term or not. My 35+ years of experience has 

been that most teachers and schools are fear-based. The popular teachers have been the small 

minority, never the majority. As such, popular teachers are not only marginalized in most 

schools, we are also derided as being “easy” and in extremes, “not really teaching.” I have faced 

this my entire career. Those teachers who say with a kind of smugness that they “never read 

student evaluations” and take pride in “winning battles” with students will look across the hall at 

the popular teachers and think that the students only like them because they are weak and not 

tough enough to be a “real” teacher. This is as sad as it is untrue. Kindness and forgiveness (both 

hallmarks of love) are not signs of weakness—they are signs of strength. 

 

Yes, fear-based and unpopular teachers get results. It is the same with all types of management 

and parenting. Fear-based methods work—but not as well as love-based methods. Keep in mind 

that popular teachers are not soft or weak. They are, ironically, much tougher than the battle-axes 

who tend to look down upon their popular peers due to this erroneous assumption that niceness 

equals weakness. Popular teachers have high expectations and genuine faith/belief that their 

students are capable of wonderous and great things. Looking back on my earlier experience with 
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teaching that grade seven band class and our Christmas concert, perhaps that was the operative 

principle. 

 

I am now, unfortunately, near the end of my career as a classroom teacher, and it pains me to still 

see so many teachers and managers in the profession with that classic fear-based mentality. What 

is the worst, is when young, beginning teachers, so full of promise, kindness, hope, and love, 

give up on these qualities too soon and revert to the fear-based methods of “winning battles” and 

“showing them who’s boss.” 

 

I know from experience that being a popular teacher is not easy. As mentioned above, it requires 

everything of our human hearts—our forgiveness, selflessness, compassion, fairness—and 

everything of our energy and time without expecting anything back. But what else is there? The 

alternative is hate, fear, humiliation, intimidation and which are inevitably huge expenses of 

energy and time also. 

 

It is a privilege and honour to be someone’s teacher, parent, or boss. It is not the other way 

around. If your students, children, or staff feel privileged and/or honoured to have you as their 

teacher, parent, or boss, it is because you feel the same way about them. Remember, however, 

that in the classroom this wonderful and rewarding reciprocal relationship starts with you: the 

teacher. You are the person with the control, the power, and the choice in the relationship. It is 

up to you, not the students. Ironically it is never the goal of a popular teacher to be popular. 
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All I have done over my career is to give it my best shot: caring for each student and maintaining 

faith in the power of classroom learning to create awe-inspiring transformation in my students’ 

lives. I have loved being at the head of the class and being in daily contact with that divine spark 

that is learning. I have tried as much as possible to encourage each student to see and reach for 

his/her potential. I have shared ardently in their successes.  

 

My classrooms have been places full of struggle and conflict as well as the joy and strength that 

come from overcoming some of these conflicts and struggles. There have been lessons learned, 

conflicts resolved, and lives transformed. They continue to be this way! After 35+ years of doing 

this, it is a rare teaching day that goes by without some new insight being revealed or another 

conflict with which to deal. I have so much more to learn! Learning does not and should not ever 

end. 

 

If I can pass on some small advice to other teachers it would be this: Work hard. Maintain high 

standards. Thank the Universe for putting you in such a remarkable and privileged position to be 

able to alter its present and future. Be kind. Have fun. Smile. Laugh. Cry. 

 

And most of all: Love. 
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