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Learning-Centered Teaching: The Essential Foundation for Online and Hybrid Courses 

A Short Guide 

Phyllis Blumberg 

 

In 2020 many instructors in higher education had to make a very rapid pivot to remote or online 

teaching. Some faculty who had never taught online before made a much easier transition and 

were much more effective than others. What was the difference between the effective ones and 

those who were not as effective? While you may have guessed that faculty who were teaching 

smaller classes or more advanced students made easier transitions, these were not the major 

distinctions. Educators observed that the teaching methods or approaches matter more in remote 

education than in traditional face-to-face teaching because instructors cannot be present for their 

students most of the time. Thus, students have less ability to interact with the instructor, with less 

opportunities to get clarifications on what instructors are trying to convey. Courses must be 

rethought to motivate students and keep them actively engaged. 

We are still in an uncertain time and many institutions of higher education are asking 

faculty to start teaching face-to-face, yet also be nimble to be able to teach in a hybrid format or 

totally remotely if necessary. Traditional instructors may find this very challenging. However, 

instructors who employ learning-centered teaching can and do meet this challenge.  

Learning-centered teaching approaches emphasize a variety of techniques and pedagogies 

that encourage instructors to create an environment that facilitates student learning. These 

teaching approaches are essential to online or hybrid courses. Learning-centered teaching is 

robust, evidenced-based, and has been widely implemented around the world, in many different 

settings, and with all types of courses. Because there is so much literature on learning-centered 

teaching, you do not have to reinvent the wheel but rather adapt what other people have already 

done. 

Given my research on learning-centered teaching and my interactions with faculty from 

around the world, I created this document to offer practical guidance for how all instructors in 

higher education can be more effective in online and hybrid education. This practical guidance 

follows the model I described in Making Learning Centered Teaching Work (Stylus Publishing, 

LLC). This document is intended to be a companion to Making Learning Centered Teaching 
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Work. Here, I briefly explain concepts that are discussed in this book and provides references, in 

parentheses, to the sections described in the book that are relevant. 

This book contains more than 50 published examples of how instructors have 

implemented various learning-centered teaching actions. These examples are discussed in boxes 

throughout the book. To find these examples easily, Appendix A in the book gives a table that 

explains instructional or pedagogical techniques, a brief description of these techniques, the 

population or type of class these techniques are recommended for, and where these techniques 

are discussed in the book. In this document I illustrate how almost half of these examples can be 

easily adapted to online or hybrid education. I refer to these examples by the box numbers used 

in Making Learning Centered Teaching Work so that you can read more about these 

implementation ideas. 

 

How can you use this document help you to teach more effectively regardless of the venue? 

All the learning-centered teaching actions and ideas discussed in this document apply to 

education in face-to-face, hybrid, synchronous, and asynchronous online courses. However, 

these actions become even more important with online learning. This document explains how 

learning-centered teaching supports and is essential for online or hybrid teaching three ways by 

describing: 

• Twelve learning-centered teaching actions, described in Making Learning Centered 

Teaching Work, that are essential for effective online or hybrid teaching. 

• The integration of Community of Inquiry, a commonly used framework in online 

teaching and learning-centered teaching. This new integration broadens and expands both 

my learning-centered teaching model and the community of practice framework. 

• Examples of how learning-centered teaching actions are implemented differently with 

remote or hybrid courses. These examples are organized within the five constructs 

described in Making Learning Centered Teaching Work. These five constructs are 

1. Role of Instructor 

2. Development of Student Responsibility for Learning 

3. Function of Content  

4. Purposes and Processes of Student Assessment  

5. Balance Of Power 
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Twelve learning-centered teaching actions that are essential for effective online or hybrid 

teaching 

Of the thirty recommended learning-centered teaching actions described in the book, 

twelve of them are essential for effective online or hybrid teaching. See Figure 1 for the list of 

these twelve essential actions. These 12 actions can be divided into two groups.  

• Implementation of three actions is consistent regardless of format 

• Implementation of nine actions take on an increased importance or focus when teaching 

online or in hybrid settings  

 

Figure 1. Twelve Learning-centered actions that are essential for effective online or hybrid 

teaching 

 
 

Implementation of these three learning-centered teaching actions is consistent regardless of 

format: 

1. Backwards design directs student learning outcome (Role of Instructor construct). 

o To use backwards design, employ this question when you plan and deliver 

your courses: What do you want your students to get out of this unit or course 

as they relate to your enduring truths or learning outcomes? Everything you 

and your students do should support your answer to this question. 
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o Then, once you develop your learning outcomes, be explicit to your students 

about how the content and the teaching/learning methods relate to these 

learning outcomes.  

o Explain how you developed the course so that your students will be able to 

achieve these goals. This transparent design is even more important when 

your students do not see you regularly.  

 

2. Explicitly use organizing schemes to plan course (Function of Content construct) 

o Organizing schemes are discipline-specific conceptual frameworks that help 

experts integrate already known content and learn new material. Novices lack 

these conceptual frameworks and tend to have isolated knowledge which does 

not facilitate the integration of new knowledge. However, when instructors 

explicitly teach using organizing schemes, students learn to organize the 

content quicker and use this knowledge to integrate new learning. 

o Some organizing schemes can be graphically represented such as the periodic 

table of chemical elements. Teachers of chemistry help students to realize that 

the rows and columns identify the characteristics of each element. 

o Some disciplines have a pithy organizing scheme such as finance which is 

minimizing risk while maximizing profit. 

o Other disciplines have a list of about 10 different concepts that integrate 90% 

of the content in the discipline 

o Examples of some organizing schemes include homeostasis in physiology or 

individual differences in human behavior in psychology 

o When instructors teach by referring to the organizing schemes explicitly 

throughout the course, students come to see the big picture and realize why 

they are studying this content. 

 

3. State fair, objective and consistent assessment policies and standards (Purposes and 

Processes of Student Assessment construct) 

o Your objective and consistent assessment policies and standards should be 

stated in your syllabus and repeated as needed throughout the course. 
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i. Instructions for assignments should include how the assignment 

will be graded and if rubrics will be used, include the rubric in the 

instructions. 

ii. If you allow some students to hand in assignments late, then you 

should allow this for all students. Or you could state acceptable 

reasons and documentation for assignments to be late. 

o Students should recognize that you are consistently employing these fair 

objective and consistent assessments policies and standards with all students. 

o This especially helps students who have traditionally been marginalized in 

higher education to realize that they are being treated the same as other 

students. 

While the implementation of these three learning-centered teaching actions is consistent 

regardless of format, students benefit more from their use if the instructor is more explicit about 

each of them in online or hybrid education, as discussed later. 

 

Implementation of these nine learning-centered teaching actions take on an increased 

importance or focus when teaching online or in hybrid settings  

1. Student learning outcomes guide teaching/ learning activities and student assessment 

(Role of Instructor construct). 

2. Clear, explicit, detailed course organization (Role of Instructor construct). 

3. Roles of the instructor include facilitate student learning, create supportive and success-

oriented environment (Role of Instructor construct). 

4. Provide scaffolding learning support (Development of Student Responsibility for 

Learning construct). 

5. Promote meaningful student engagement with the content (Function of Content 

construct). 

6. Provide students with formative feedback (Purposes and Processes of Student   

Assessment construct). 

7. Provide learning-centered syllabi and Learning Management System, or LMS  (Balance 

of Power construct). 

8. Allow for some flexibility in policies and practices (Balance of Power construct). 
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9.  Provide varied students opportunities to learn (Balance of Power construct). 

 

The Integration of the Community of Inquiry Framework and Learning-Centered 

Teaching 

Effective online or hybrid teaching involves a Community of Inquiry. Community of Inquiry is a 

theoretical framework where students and teachers collaboratively create learning experiences 

and purposefully engage in critical discussion and reflection. The purpose of these activities is to 

construct personal meaning. A Community of Inquiry occurs through three interrelated elements 

called social, cognitive, and teaching presence (see Box 3.7 in Making Learning Centered 

Teaching Work). The Community of Inquiry is represented in Figure 2. This Venn diagram 

shows what is necessary for effective online teaching and learning. The overlap between these 3 

elements or presences enriches the educational experience. The intersection between the 

presences reminds us to support discourse, regulate learning, and consider the educational setting 

or climate. (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000).  

 

Figure 2. Organizing Scheme for Online Teaching and Learning Community Of Inquiry 

Framework 
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The Community of Inquiry framework provides an organizing scheme for the discussion 

of the twelve essential learning-centered teaching actions used in effective online or hybrid 

teaching and learning. The three presences are the main elements of this organizing scheme. 

Each presence focuses on a different type of engagement.  

• cognitive presence is engagement with the content 

• teaching presence is engagement with the student learning goals and how to help students 

reach these goals  

• social presence is engagement with all participants, including the teacher and the 

students.  

 

Here I discuss how the twelve essential learning-centered teaching actions are integrated 

within the three presences of the Community of Inquiry framework. Making Learning Centered 

Teaching Work discusses published examples for 83% of these essential actions that can be 

easily adapted to online or have been used with remote teaching; the relevant box in the book 

explaining this implementation is noted. In some cases, this book describes multiple examples of 

how to implement an action. Table 1, found at the end of this document, summarizes the 

characteristics of the twelve learning-centered teaching actions that are essential for effective 

online or hybrid teaching within the Community of Inquiry framework. 

 

Cognitive Presence: Engagement with content 

• Student learning outcomes guide teaching /learning activities and student assessment. 

When teaching/ learning activities and student assessment are congruent with student 

learning outcomes, the course is aligned. See Box 3.1 for how to help students realize the 

importance of learning outcomes. 

• Explicitly use organizing schemes to plan courses. See Box 5.3 for how a course was 

developed using organizing schemes. 

• Promote meaningful student engagement with the content. See Box 3.6 for motivating 

students to read and understand the main concepts, Box 4.7 for a description of a 

sustained paired dialogue leading to effective reflections on learning, Box 5.1 for a way 

to help students meaningfully engage with reading material, and Box 5.2 for helping 

students to understand and engage with material that they have trouble relating to. 
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• Provide varied students opportunities to learn. See Box 1.2 for how a course can be 

flipped to be a hybrid course, and Box 5.4 for an example of student collaboration on 

applied projects 

 

Teaching Presence: Engagement with student learning goals and how to help students reach 

these goals  

• Backwards design which directs the student learning outcomes. See Box 3.3 for an 

example of how a course was planned to use backwards course design. 

• Clear, explicit, detailed course organization. This organization should be clear on your 

syllabi and learning management system (LMS). Make sure that all the following are 

clearly marked and easy to find: 

a. description of the course the purpose and the content of the course  

b. student learning outcomes and objectives 

c. course outline and timeline 

d. outline of weekly study units 

e. sequence of learning activities 

f. core learning resources 

g. add means for students to assess their progress toward meeting learning outcomes 

• Roles of the instructor: facilitate student learning, create supportive and success-oriented 

environment. These roles will be further discussed in the next section. See Box 4.1 for 

ways to model learning and study strategies. 

• State fair, objective and consistent assessment policies and standards.  

• Provide students with formative feedback. For various ways of providing students with 

formative feedback that do not create a grading burden for the teacher, see Box 6.6 how 

to provide peer feedback using rubrics, questions, and Box 6.5 how to provide non-

individualized feedback on drafts.  

• Provide learning-centered syllabi and LMS. See Box 7.4 for a discussion of learning 

centered syllabi 

 

Social Presence: Engagement with participants 

• Provide scaffolding learning support 
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1. Provide scaffolding support for procedures or processes, conceptual or content 

organization, and metacognitive support for goal setting, planning, organizing, 

self -monitoring, and self- evaluation. See Boxes 4.2, and 4.4 for further 

scaffolding strategies. 

2. Build rapport with other students. See Box 3.4 using students’ blogs to build 

community and support for peers. 

• Allow for some flexibility in policies and practices. See Box 7.1 for how to allow 

flexibility for deadlines and dates for assessments even with large classes and Box 6.4 for 

flexibility assessment policy recommendations. 

  

Examples of how learning-centered teaching actions are implemented differently with 

remote or hybrid teaching 

Clearly developing an online or hybrid course is not a matter of taking materials from 

your traditional course and putting them online, this is especially true if you primarily use 

lectures. You need to plan your approach carefully by pairing existing course materials to 

complementary content presentation styles (slideshows, videos, text, etc.) and developing a 

feasible production and release schedule.  

Learning-centered teaching actions may require adjustment or be implemented differently 

with hybrid or remote teaching.  Here are two implementation examples within each of the five 

constructs of learning-centered teaching. The essential actions are indicated with a *.  

  

Construct: Role of Instructor 

1. Employ teaching/learning methods in educational technologies that promote the 

achievement of student learning outcomes* 

a. Strive to have 90% of the course require active learning. Students should use a 

variety of active learning approaches. The instructor should explain to students 

how these active learning approaches or methods promote the achievement of 

student learning outcomes. 

b. The best learning occurs when students discuss the content with each other as 

learning is a social activity. Frequent interaction with and among students is even 

more important in online learning. See Box 4.7 for a description of a sustained 
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paired dialogue that works very well asynchronously online. Group projects can 

be done with totally remote classes. See Box 7.6 for tips to help students realize 

that group work can be opportunities for all kinds of learning. 

 

2. Create a supportive and success- oriented environment for learning and accomplishment 

for all students* 

a. Help students from felling overwhelmed  

When a student sees materials for multiple weeks at once, they are likely to feel 

overwhelmed. Sequential release of content will boost the students ‘confidence, 

and they are likely to complete the course. 

Help students from being overwhelmed by providing weekly overview of what 

students need to do and dividing the course into separate topics, divide topics 

into small, manageable units.  

      b.  Be available to the students by phone, virtual office hours, or asking questions 

on a discussion board. Encourage students to answer their peers’ questions on the 

discussion board, might even give some credit for students doing a good job. 

 

Construct: Development of Student Responsibility for Learning 

1. Set student expectations which enables the responsibility of learning to be shared 

between you and the students 

a. Students have varying expectations for the teacher and their own commitment to 

the course as discussed in Box 4.3. 

b. Set parameters and individual expectations for the discussion. 

c. Set thresholds for the kinds of writing you will accept. For example, how much 

do you expect them to write, and do you expect them to write in sentences or 

use other forms of communication such as graphics? 

 

2. Help students develop responsibility for learning by scaffolding support* 

a. Student scaffolding support is even more important when you do not have face 

to face contact with the students.  
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b. Encourage frequent interaction and building rapport with students provides 

scaffolding support to online students. 

c. Provide more scaffolding support for the students who need it more, most at risk 

through more personal and frequent interactions to see what they need and to 

help them 

 

Construct: Function of content  

1. Use organizing schemes to integrate material* 

a. Be even more explicit about organizing schemes when teaching online or in a 

hybrid manner to help students see the big picture and not just isolated facts. 

b. The course LMS can be structured according to the organizing schemes 

 

2. Promote meaningful student engagement with the content* 

a. Provide a 10–15-minute orientation presentation for each unit that summarizes 

the main points. 

b. Provide 10–15-minute mini lectures per topic followed by a student self-

assessment that they understand the material and where to find more 

information. 

c. Consider alternative ways to convey information 

i. Videos- you can find them on online, or create your own 

ii.  Readings- make sure students can access them quickly. Try to reduce the    

amount of reading while increasing other modalities 

iii.  Record yourself reading hard to understand passages so you can offer 

your ideas, interpretations to help students comprehend the material 

d. Provide alternative ways to practice with the content and to show mastery. 

Some possibilities include creating concept maps  (See Box 3.6 for an example 

for how concept mapping was used), reflection journal entries, one sentence 

summary and directed paraphrasing. 

 

Construct:  Purposes and Processes of Student Assessment 

1.  Provide opportunities for students to receive formative feedback* 
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a. Feedback on how well students are doing and progress toward meeting goals is 

even more important when you do not have face to face contact with the 

students. 

b. Give students grading rubrics in advance so they can self-assess and improve 

before they hand in their assignment. 

 

2. Allow students to learn from their mistakes 

a. Provide multiple low stakes opportunities for students to master the content 

(provide online quizzes that can be taken several times, or allow students to 

take practice tests, use an online homework system that gives students 

feedback or practice skills). 

b. Allow students to redo a high stakes assignment after receiving feedback, but 

do not assign a grade for drafts. 

c. Electronic portfolios allow students to reflect on their progress and show how 

much they improved. See Box 5.8 for an example of electronic portfolios that 

students can use in jobs interviews. 

d. Box 6.7 identifies other ways to help students learn from their mistakes and 

then demonstrate mastery 

 

Construct: Balance of Power 

1. Provide a learning-centered syllabus and other course artifacts that demonstrate that 

students and instructors share power* 

a. The tone of the syllabus and the course presence on the LMS are even more 

important when students do not have a chance to meet you in person. Strive to 

create a promising syllabus that clearly communicates what students will learn 

from the course and why and how they can succeed. 

b. Learning Centered syllabi and course presence on the LMS are powerful 

venues to send the message that students have ownership over their learning. 

Box 7.4 provides a learning centered syllabus rubric for you to gage the 

effectiveness of your syllabus.  
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c. Box 7.1 discusses how to allow students to make decisions about deadlines or 

assessments. 

 

2. Allow some flexibility on course policies, assessment procedures, learning methods,  

deadlines or how students earn grades* 

a. Be flexible in case you need to adjust the pace or the content during the 

semester. 

b. Flexibility especially on deadlines is even more important if students have 

technology access issues. 

c. See Box 6.4 for assessment policy recommendations for hybrid or flipped 

courses there can be implemented for online courses also. 

 

Conclusion 

Learning-centered teaching is robust, evidence-based and has withstood the test of time. This 

document shows how the model described in Making Learning Centered Teaching Work can be 

used during these challenging and uncertain times in higher education as instructors need to be 

nimble and might have to teach face-to-face, hybrid or totally online within the same course and 

in the same semester. This document offers practical guidance for how all instructors in higher 

education can be more effective in all these teaching venues. It provides many examples of how 

you can adapt learning centered practices to online or hybrid teaching. 

This document explains how learning-centered teaching supports and is essential for 

online or hybrid teaching three ways by describing  

• Twelve learning centered teaching actions, described in Making Learning Centered 

Teaching Work, that are essential for effective online or hybrid teaching. 

• The integration of Community of Inquiry, a commonly used framework in online 

teaching, and learning -centered teaching. This new integration broadens and expands 

both my learning-centered teaching model and the community of practice framework. 

• Examples of how learning-centered teaching actions are implemented differently with 

remote or hybrid courses.  
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All the learning-centered teaching actions and ideas discussed in this document applies to 

education in face-to-face, hybrid, synchronous and asynchronous online courses. However, these 

actions become even more important with online learning because you, as their instructor, cannot 

be present for your students most of the time. Thus, students have less ability to interact with you 

and get clarifications on what you are trying to convey. Courses must be rethought to motivate 

students and keep them actively engaged. 
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Table 1. Summary of Characteristics of Learning-Centered Teaching Actions that are Essential 

for Effective Online or Hybrid Teaching  

Community of 
Inquiry 
Organizing 
Scheme  

Learning-Centered 
Teaching Essential 
Action 

Implementation 
of Action Is 
Consistent 
Regardless of 
Format 

Implementation of Action 
Requires Adjustment or 
Greater Focus in Online 
Education 
 

Cognitive 
Presence: 
Engagement 
with Content 
 

Student learning 
outcomes guide 
teaching/learning 
activities and student 
assessment leading to 
course alignment 

 Need to be even more explicit 
about the student learning 
outcomes and how the course is 
aligned. This should be stated 
on your syllabi, the course site 
on your LMS and throughout 
the course 
(Rangan, 2020) 

Explicitly use 
organizing schemes 
to plan course 
 

X  

Promote meaningful 
student engagement 
with the content  
 

 Provide guidance in what and 
how students should respond to 
several other students’ 
comments so they can do so in 
a meaningful way. You want 
them to add to the content 
understanding 
(Stanford University Teaching 
Commons) 

Provide varied 
students opportunities 
to learn  
 

 Each unit/ week should include 
4 types of activities by reading, 
viewing, or hearing, discussing, 
and doing 
(Rangan, 2020, Stanford 
University Teaching 
Commons) 
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Community of 
Inquiry 
Organizing 
Scheme  

Learning-Centered 
Teaching Essential 
Action 

Implementation 
of Action Is 
Consistent 
Regardless of 
Format 
 

Implementation of Action 
Requires Adjustment or 
Greater Focus in Online 
Education 
 

Teaching 
Presence: 
Engagement 
with student 
learning goals 
and how to help 
students reach 
these goals  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Backwards design 
which directs the 
student learning 
outcomes 

 

X  

Clear, explicit, 
detailed course 
organization 
 

 Develop course and all 
materials from a student 
perspective being very user 
friendly 
 
Make sure all materials are 
accessible to all students and 
easy to find 
(McCabe & Gonzalez-Flores, 
2016; Lynch, 2019, Stanford 
University Teaching 
Commons) 
 

Roles of the 
instructor: facilitate 
student learning, 
create supportive and 
success-oriented 
environment 
 

 Provide weekly overview of 
what students need to do 
Keep students from being 
overwhelmed with a clear and 
organized LMS structure and 
keep it consistent throughout 
the semester  
Be available for support 
(Glazier, 2017, Stanford 
University Teaching 
Commons)  

State fair, objective 
and consistent 
assessment policies 
and standards 

X  

Provide students with 
formative feedback 

 Remote students need to know 
how they are doing more 
frequently than students in 
face-to-face courses 
(Glazier, 2017, Stanford 
University Teaching 
Commons) 
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Community of 
Inquiry 
Organizing 
Scheme 
Teaching 
Presence: 
(continued) 

Learning-Centered 
Teaching Essential 
Action 

Implementation 
of Action Is 
Consistent 
Regardless Of 
Format 

Implementation of Action 
Requires Adjustment or 
Greater Focus In Online 
Education 
 

Provide learning-
centered syllabi and 
LMS 

 Label each lesson with the date 
to be completed by and the title 
of the lesson 
 
Create index for each learning 
module folder so students can 
find taped lectures, activities, 
assessments easily  
(McCabe & Gonzalez-Flores 
2016) 

Social Presence: 
Engagement 
with Participants 

Provide scaffolding 
learning support 
 

 Build  a community by 
establishing  rapport with each 
other and with the teacher 
 
Use frequent comprehension 
checks 
 
(Glazier, 2017, Lynch, 2019, 
Rangan, 2020, Stanford 
University Teaching 
Commons) 
 

Allow for some 
flexibility in policies 
and practices 

 Allow some flexibility in 
deadlines especially if students 
have technology access 
challenges 
McCabe & Gonzalez-Flores, 
2016; Lynch, 2019 
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