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COMING READY OR NOT: THE POTENTIAL OF LEARNER-
CENTRICITY TO TRANSFORM THE EDUCATION SYSTEM

Steve Henry, Nola Tipa and Peter Apulu

This article considers how formal education may or may not be forced to transform like information technology.
Currently, education is at a pivotal point as it faces unprecedented societal and technological shifts. With the
pandemic having accelerated online learning, there is a push to reconsider educational delivery. This article
discusses different educational approaches, emphasising student empowerment. It also underscores the
significance of incorporating diverse cultural perspectives, including those of Maori and Pasifika peoples.
Ultimately, the article calls for education to embrace change and navigate the challenges of the modern world
by placing the learner at the centre.

When considering the future of education, Abegglen et al. (2020) suggest there needs to be an acknowledgement
of the super-complexity of education in the twenty-first century. They suggest that many educators are
continuing with outdated faculty practices and languages that form silos of knowledge into which students need
to be inculcated. Not only is this essentially disrespectful, it becomes a preparation for worlds and professional
practices that no longer exist. Knowledge generation is changing and the status afforded formal learning
institutions is waning amid a proliferation of knowledge that society has to offer. Higher education institutions
face a growing number of calls for transparency, competitiveness, and quality which encourage them to improve
(and report) their knowledge creation processes (Quarchioni et al., 2020).

Leal Filho et al. (2018) suggest that education is set to transform and follow other industries which have faced
disruption and experienced major change. Education and health care have been largely immune to such levels
of disruption (Christensen et al.,, 2017, Walsh, 2020). “We have entered the Transformative Age and, much
like the industrial revolution before it, we can expect fundamental shifts in how we live, work and play” (Friday
& Halloran, 2020, executive summary). As the institutions of post-secondary education strive to meet the
challenges of a profoundly changing world, questions about shape and purpose gain increasing urgency (Henry
& MacPherson, 2019).

The coronavirus pandemic has shown how patterns of disruption can lead to innovation (Eisenstein, 2020), with
a rapid shift from campus-based to online learning, and with both learners and staff working from home (Smith,
2020). While there has often been an equally rapid shift back to "“business as usual,” this experience provides an
opportunity to re-think how formal education is delivered and customised for the individual. The pandemic has
“accelerated the shift to new ways of working, new frames, new expectations and new possibilities” (Schwartz,
2021 p.xv). The ability to offer programmes away from campuses in a work-based setting carries much resilience.
Many of the apparent certainties of twentieth-century life have been disrupted over the past decade from
banking to travel, communication to accommodation. Smith (2020) claims that education delivery has been
unchanged for so long, that the model has been conflated with the mission. Universities comprise 70 of the 85
institutions in the West that have endured in recognisable form since the year 1520 (Kerr, 2001). This stability has
bred overconfidence, overpricing, and an overreliance on business models tailored to a physical world (Smith,
2020). The physical world of education delivery appears to be irrevocably changed by digital technologies.
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In finding suitable language to discuss these changes, Barber (1992) suggested that the world is increasingly
“volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA)." More recently, anthropologist and futurist Jamais Casico
suggests "Brittle, Anxious, Nonlinear and Incomprehensible (BANI)" is more accurate as we face the coming
chaos (Casico, 2020). Interesting to note here are the “anxious” and “incomprehensible” components, reminding
us that transformational change has cognitive, social and emotional dimensions (Grocott, 2022). Responding
to change has led to positionings of education as paradigms of evolution (Moravec, 2008). These paradigms
describe Education 1.0 as traditional classroom-based teacher-centred learning; Education 2.0 as classroom-
based learning with knowledge from a subject expert, and Education 3.0 as student- or learner-centred and
project-based learning. More recently, Education 4.0 has been suggested as personalised and optimised learning
with advanced application integration, more in alignment with informal learning (Hussin, 2018). These paradigms
of education are aligned with the terms Industry 1.0 to 4.0, reflecting ways of being in business in the world (Kim,
2022; Salmon, 2019). They also reflect the level of control or agency the learner has increasing from Education
1.0 to Education 4.0.

There are pros and cons of each of the paradigms. Education 1.0 and 2.0 have the strong traditions of experts
teaching in a pre-planned scaffolded way that they design and deliver. This has enabled education on a mass scale.
The campus has become the centre of such delivery. The right to access such education has become a hallmark
of modern economies and democracies, with Education 2.0 being the established model of higher education.
A weakness of such structures is their inflexibility and brittleness to rapid change, leading to closures or major
change during disruption such as the recent COVID-19 pandemic. Such systems were designed for workers in a
non-digital age (Kim, 2022). Another weakness is the failure of inclusion for all, especially those not considered
‘normal,” which is increasingly under scrutiny. Mochizuki and Fadeeva (2010) describe the generally prevalent
reductionist approach to learning design that fails to support learners in developing skills and capabilities such as
reflexivity to respond to an increasingly complex world.

In New Zealand, the estimated 20 percent of the population who are Indigenous Maori currently have well-
documented limited success in formal education (Te Maiharoa et al.,, 2021; Te Maiharoa & Woodhouse, 2023; Te
Pukenga, 2023). Such learners are considered priority learners in New Zealand's current vocational education
restructure alongside those considered disabled, including the estimated |1 percent of the population who are
dyslexic (Styles, 2022).

Historically, in Education 1.0 and 2.0 paradigms, Indigenous knowledge systems were often excluded, a legacy of
colonisation that marginalised Maori and Pasifika perspectives and methodologies (Lawson, 2023; Peterson et al.,
2023). There are challenges and gaps in acknowledging and utilising Indigenous wisdom in professional practices,
suggesting a broader issue of cultural integration (Lawson, 2023). It is time to advocate for transformative
educational strategies that include Indigenous methodologies, aiming to improve the success rates of Maori and
Pacific students. This will require a re-imagining of diversity, inclusion, and success for sustained transformation
(Peterson et al., 2023). Acknowledging and incorporating these rich cultural heritages not only respects but also
enhances the effectiveness and relevance of education and professional practices in New Zealand’s culturally
diverse society.

A highly impactful shift is in technology which has created the expectation that any product or service will be
delivered to the user’s personal device and that the user has the agency to decide where, when, and with whom
they engage. This key factor has driven the breakthrough of Education 3.0 where the learner has unprecedented
agency to make decisions. The expert educator is now just one voice among many. Recently, the role of the
teacher has attracted more scrutiny; there is a clear move to regard the teacher as a mentor-facilitator, focusing
on the learner’s learning journey rather than on the content being studied (Hoidn & Reusser, 2020). The linear,
scaffolded models of Education 2.0 bend and may break under the pressure of this customised learner journey.
The VUCA and BANI world means our previous subject matter experts cannot know everything, leading to
an erosion of their prestige. The educator’s role now becomes facilitative and the shift in power is tectonic
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compared to the status enjoyed at Education 2.0. Gerstein (2014) cynically re-names the three Rs of Education
1.0 and 2.0, "receive, respond and regurgitate.” The place of the expert remains highly valued when curating
suitable knowledge pathways, yet increasingly VUCA and BANI contexts risk the expert becoming impotent as
their single discipline may fail to have the answers. The disadvantages of Education 3.0 include a learner placing
themselves at the centre of their world when they have a low criticality of their world — an echo chamber
amplified by social media. Here, the absence of the expert educator’s voice means there is a fragmented pathway
to learn criticality from the perspective of those whose experience is immensely valuable.

As with other sectors of our society, the expectation for services to be online is a strong driver for change
towards Education 3.0. Some say it is inevitable (Kim, 2022; Leal Filho et al., 2018). An example can be seen in
the rapid emergence of Artificial Intelligence (Al) into the education space. Al has drawn considerable media
and academic attention, ““tak[ing] the internet by storm” (Mishra, 2023). For example, ChatGPT is a cutting-
edge language model that leverages generative Al techniques to provide algorithm-generated conversational
responses to question prompts (van Dis et al, 2023). The outputs from generative Al models are almost
indistinguishable from human-generated content, as they are trained using nearly everything available on the
web. Educators have already taught about disruption in a variety of industries and so, Dwivedi et al. (2023)
insightfully ask, why shouldn’t the academic production of knowledge also be disrupted? Zhai (2022) has shown
the power of ChatGPT to write academic papers to illustrate disruptive capabilities. It is worth being cautious
over language-trained Al before it has a chance to learn from feedback, as it may appear to have the answers
yet be limited in its ability to capture and convey experience; or, as Denzin (2013) suggests, language and speech
do not mirror experience.

The academic disruption of knowledge is not just caused by technology. Higher education gets criticised for
the way it has historically maintained certain forms of privilege and power (Lynch, 2022). There is a need to
integrate Maori and Pasifika Indigenous knowledge within New Zealand's educational frameworks (Lawson,
2023; Peterson et al,, 2023). Global discourses around decolonising higher education practice are driving
change that seeks to enhance education from voices of the present over voices from the past (Tran, 2021).
This is not without challenge in New Zealand. This challenge was summarised by Penetito (2010) who said that
“while mainstream institutions use education as a mechanism for cultural control, Maori also use education as
a mechanism for cultural revitalisation. This means that the emphasis has taken away the essential purpose of
education.”

While the shiftto Education 3.0 may be considered a major leap, the paradigm of Education 4.0 isincomprehensible
to most. It is no surprise that Education 4.0, where the learner is fully at the centre, is largely absent from formal
education institutions because of the incompatibility of the paradigm with Education 2.0. It is worth noting
that established conventional practice does not like such transformation; banks do not like bitcoin (Cunha et
al, 2021), hotels do not like Airbnb (Zervas et al., 2017), and oil companies do not like Tesla (Lehtinen, 2015).
The expert teacher in formal education (1.0 and 2.0) does not like learners being placed at the centre in
Education 3.0 and 4.0. The language changes from teacher and student to facilitator-mentor and learner, subtle
yet powerful signals of where the agency sits.

Student-centred learning and learner agency are as yet largely misunderstood and undefined in higher education
(Hoidn & Klemencic, 2020, Roodt et al., 2022). Heutagogy, or self-determined learning, is built on three theories:
complexity theory, systems thinking, and capability (Hase, 2013). Understanding these theories is a requirement
for navigating the VUCA and BANI world. It is the capacity to use one’s competencies (knowledge and skills) in
novel circumstances as well as familiar. Transformation and innovation are directly related to a person’s capacity
for learning (Grant, 2017). Capable people have justified high self-efficacy, work well in teams, and know how
to learn (Hase, 2013). An advantage of Education 4.0 is that it allows learners to respond to a VUCA and BANI
world, with the at-work learner and educator-mentor making sense of their practice together.
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With the progress of technology and the rise in mobile learning, now more than ever self-directed learning is
not just possible, but natural, and almost awkward to not use (Heick, 2015). The challenge for higher education
is how to embrace this disruption and use it to activate new levels of criticality usually reserved for research ‘on’
others. These changes seem to be coming, whether we are ready or not.

Steve Henry is based at Otago Polytechnic’s CapableNZ where he facilitates learners in independent learning
pathways. His passion is for learner agency to enable a customised approach that is learner centred. His current
doctorate research explores transformational learning in vocational education.
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Nola Tipa is a Maori facilitator for Otago Polytechnic’s CapableNZ whose passion is ensuring students achieve
successful outcomes. She follows best practice andragogy that is inclusive, culturally responsive and individually
tailored to meet the unique needs of each student.

Peter Apulu is the Pasifika Facilitator for Otago Polytechnic CapableNZ, holding a Master of Professional Practice
and a Bachelor of Social Services. Peter’s dialogic pedagogy fosters an engaging, inclusive learning environment
where students’ voices are valued, and learning is encouraged as a collaborative, communal experience tailored
to their lived experience.
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